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INTRODUCTION

This historical narrative, of the Denali region in Alaska, aims to meet three needs:

1. to provide context for evaluation and understanding of the historic resources of Mount
McKinley, now Denali National Park and Preserve, and—together with the
forthcoming historic-sites volume—a basis for preserving and managing those
resources;

2. to provide a comprehensive historical overview and thematic development to assist
park interpretation; and

3. to give park managers a sense of the park's historical continuity, its recurrent problems,
and its evolving management philosophy.

In my mind, the operational values of this study are as important as its historic-site
evaluations. For Mount McKinley-Denali started as an ideal, and the history of its
management—its swings of policy—portray the struggle to retain that ideal. Former
Superintendent Robert C. Cunningham defined this management-history thrust, urging it as a
reminder and aspiration to guide succeeding managers who must also face the pressures that
would dilute the park ideal, originally given form by the park's founding father, Charles
Sheldon.

Delays in publication of this Historic Resource Study were caused by my transfer and
subsequent illness, followed by retirement. The site volume and bibliography are still in
preparation with their publication to follow by 1993. It was urged that this historical narrative
volume be published at this time so it could begin being useful to the park.

William E. Brown
Gustavus, Alaska
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CHAPTER 1:
TRADITIONAL TIMES

Near the geographic center of Alaska, Denali National Park and Preserve surrounds Mount
McKinley, which hinges the great arc of the Alaska Range. The mountain, called Denali—
The High One—by neighboring Athabaskan Indians, soars more than 20,300 feet above the
sea, highest of North American peaks. It dominates its 12,400-foot consort and the lesser
elevations of the range as a monarch commands his court.

From the mountain's high buttresses and perpetual ice fields glaciers descend radially,
sculpting great gorges in the granite and sediments of the massif. Then the landscape falls
away through barren rock canyons to lake-dotted tundra benches and, finally, to wide valleys
formed by turbid glacial rivers, their braided beds flanked by stands of boreal forest.

On these lowlands more than 3 miles below the banner mountain, backdropped by the far-
stretching range, roams a panoply of wildlife: caribou, bear, moose, wolf, fox, and, on the
lower crags, the white mountain sheep of the north. In summer the animals blend into folds of
landscape, moss-floored forest, and distant tundra moors. As migratory bands, as packs and
family groups, or as solitaries, they forage the slopes and stream courses, building the
reserves of fat to carry them through winter.

Alaska, superimposed on a map of the United States. American Automobile
Association, Alaska, A Guide Book Containing Descriptions of the Territory, 1948,
frontispiece.

From earliest times, for at least 11 millennia, humans have been seasonally attracted to this
remote and elevated country because of the concentrations of game animals. The migratory
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bands of caribou and sheep, the numerous moose and bear, and, in those earliest times, the
relict bison and elk at the end of the last great ice age, have spurred human migration to the
Denali region despite its isolation and forbidding terrain. In traditional times, a century and
more ago, the people came from camps and villages on the many rivers fed by Denali's
glaciers: Susitna, Chulitna, Kahiltna, Yentna flowing south; Kuskokwim flowing southwest;
Kantishna, Toklat, Teklanika, Nenana flowing north. Some of the hunters cut the arc of the
Alaska Range, travelling westward 200 miles from the Copper River basin. Others
congregated from the Tanana or portaged from the Yukon. These people came to hunt the
high, sparsely forested slopes and valleys and the funneling narrows of the passes. They came
by boat as far as shoaling streams allowed, then overland to the killing sites. After the hunt,
their meat and skins in tow, they left Denali's shelterless flanks and returned to the forested
lands of the big rivers where logs for building and fuel, and migrating salmon for sustaining
food, allowed survival through winter darkness and cold.

Migrations continue to this day. The animals still band together for their seasonal
convocations. And people come from afar to behold this recurrent display of wildlife posed
against the mountain. The great difference from the primeval scene is the migrant humans.
Today, except on the fringes of the recently expanded parkland, they hunt with spotting scope
and camera.

It was this gathering of wildlife, and fear that market hunting would destroy it, that inspired
hunter-naturalist Charles Sheldon in the early years of this century. After extended visits to
the Denali region in the years 1906-08, he turned his concerns into a vision: a park-refuge
where Denali's vulnerable concentrations of game animals could roam and propagate
unhunted—a reservoir that upon overflow would populate surrounding areas to the benefit of
isolated mining camps and communities dependent on wild meat. He saw the fulfilling
combination of protected wildlife and magnificent mountain scenery as a lure to visitors who
would benefit the economy and development of Alaska.

After a decade of tireless efforts, Sheldon and the cohort of individuals and organizations that
followed his lead joined with officials of the newly established National Park Service at the
first National Parks Conference in January 1912, just weeks before Congress passed the
Mount McKinley National Park establishment act. There he asked, in reference ". . . to
descriptions of emotions evoked by the scenery of our national parks in this conference, why
it . . . [is] that animals are not more mentioned as an adornment to the landscape." He cited
the adornments of civilized landscapes—for example the spires and castles of Spain—then
asserted:

Well, it's just exactly the same way in the wilderness. Does not,. . . like the spire
in the civilized landscape, a wild animal, the product of . . . [the wilderness]
environment, so adorn it that we feel that it is complete? That feeling, that
completeness of all your feelings aroused by such wild scenery will in . . . [the
Mount McKinley] region be gratified to the uttermost. [1]

Sheldon's vision of a park-refuge where visitors could view plentiful wildlife against the
backdrop of stupendous mountains shaped the park's founding legislation; it inspired the
policies and practices of the new park's first stewards and their successors through the years;
it still determines the management philosophy and the visitor expectations of the expanded
Denali National Park and Preserve created by Congress in 1980.

The relationship between Denali's mountains, wildlife, and people has changed drastically
through the millennia that separate the ancient hunting parties and last summer's park visitors.
In those first days remote geography and mountain ranges translated into time-and-energy
barriers that hunters overcame in the quest for game. Today, modern transportation
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transforms distance into minutes and mountain barricades into scenery. The park ideal
changed game into wildlife—the living adornment that, in Sheldon's synthesis, makes the
scenery complete. These evolutions of human action and ideal, from traditional times to the
present, form the backbone of the history that follows.

Alaska base map, showing location of Denali National Park and Preserve. U.S.
Geological Survey, The National Atlas of the United States of America, 1970.

The first people to enter the Denali region were big game hunters, recently migrated from
Asia over the Bering Land Bridge. They entered a world dominated by the brute physical
facts of massive landforms, ice, roiling glacial rivers, and a climate usually frigid and only
occasionally warm. The scenes that greeted them had evolved from ancient sea basins and
colliding continents. These collisions and coalescings of migrant terrains had earlier raised
great mountains, which had eroded and disappeared. Then another surge of plate tectonics
some 10 million years ago gave birth to the young Alaska Range. Great forces fractured and
faulted the mountains and the jig-saw fragments of land from which they had risen.
Volcanoes spewed ash over this raw landscape. And torrent streams carried massive loads of
gravel from the new mountains to fans, valleys, and lakes below.

Then came the ice of the Pleistocene epoch, in sheets and gouging glaciers. On the north side
of the range, in the dry chill beyond the probing glacier snouts, grass-and-sage-covered
steppes hosted an amazing array of Pleistocene mammals: mammoth, lion, giant bear and
bison, wapiti or elk, horse, camel, antelope, and more.

Toward the very end of this time of dry cold and arctic steppes filled with herds of grazers,
those first hunters appeared in the plateaus and foothills overseen by the great mountain. The
changing climate—getting warmer and wetter—had diminished the dry, hard steppelands.
Wetland bog and tundra occupied the stream-laced lowlands north of the range. Spruce and
birch began to move in from the south. The mammals of the arctic steppe had by then largely
disappeared, except for relict populations of bison and elk in the elevated valley-and-foothill
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refugium north of the range, where winds funneled through mountain passes maintained for
awhile a micro-environment of the disappearing epoch.

On a terrace above Dry Creek, just west of present-day Healy and the Parks Highway, the
hunters established a camp sited to overlook the creek valley and the crags and drainage
amphitheaters of the foothills to the south. These were opportunistic hunters (as distinct from
the specialized "drive" hunters of the Great Plains) who sought grazing sheep, bison, and elk.
They came in small numbers, adult men, having left women, children, the aged and infirm at
a central base camp in a more sheltered location. The hunting season was probably autumn,
when the animals were fat, extending into winter. From their lookout the hunters spotted
game, moved to kill it, then brought the butchered meat and skins back to camp for drying
and fleshing. In the intervals between hunting and processing its products, they made and
repaired the stone, bone, wood, and sinew tools of their trade.

The strategy of several seasonal hunting camps operating from a more stable base camp (as
remains at Dry Creek suggest) fit well the opportunistic hunting techniques dictated by the
kinds and numbers of game available. Dispersal of small hunting groups from a central camp
to spike camps scattered through the country maintained the proper balance between human
predators and their scattered prey. And the meat brought back to the central camp sustained
the band between hunting forays. From evidence found at several other sites in Beringia
(those parts of Alaska and Siberia bordering the former Bering Land Bridge), this Beringian
pattern of big game hunting persisted from about 11,000 to 8,000 B.P. By the latter date the
last remnants of the oversized Pleistocene mammals and all but patches of the arctic steppe
had disappeared.

By then, also, the basic frame of flora and fauna that we see today had established itself in
the Denali region. Tundra, brush, black-spruce bog, and forests of white spruce, birch and
poplars occupied the old steppe grazing grounds. With extinction of the northern bison, some
of the Beringian hunters may have migrated southward to the grasslands of the Great Plains
where the buffalo still roamed. Moose and caribou, along with the persistent sheep, became
the principal big game animals of the Denali region. In this evolving boreal forest
environment, human hunters developed new seasonal and settlement patterns, which
combined hunting for big game with fishing for migrating salmon, whose spawning runs up
Alaskan rivers brought rich marine resources to the spare lands of the Interior. Seasonal
rounds included hunting forays into the elevated valleys and foothills of the Alaska Range,
with permanent or semi-permanent villages and camps located in the timbered, riverine
lowlands for winter dwelling and fishing. [2]
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Roosevelt John and wife, 1919. Stephen Foster Collection, UAF

Over succeeding thousands of years marked by unrecorded migrations and exchanges, a
family of peoples evolved who later would be culturally and linguistically identified as
Athabaskans. These Indians occupied and settled into the Interior geographies of present
Alaska and neighboring Canada. Archeologists have noted the changing tool kits of the
various and differentiated groups. They have traced a general change from a root Siberian-
Beringian culture to one that showed progressive adaptation to North American boreal-forest
conditions. Within that general pattern of adaptation would emerge the special refinements
that allowed each group to fit effectively into its particular homeland environment. As
centuries went by these special and constantly evolving variations of tools, clothing, food
processing, travel, housing, and survival techniques would reflect ever more precisely each
group's special knowledge of the demands and opportunities of its distinctive homeland.

As the millennia passed by, strong patterns emerged: some groups depended more on big
game than on fish, and vice-versa. Others, closer to the sea, relied more on marine resources
—either directly or by trade. Some groups controlled special assets, such as copper, which
gave them trading advantages over their neighbors. Yet others, on the fringe of Eskimo
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territory, served as cultural and trading middlemen who transferred both ideas and goods
across cultural boundaries. In these ways evolved differences in material culture, spiritual
concepts, and language amongst the groups. On the eve of European penetration of the
Denali region in the mid-19th Century, these differences marked each cultural group as a
distinct tribe or nation: thus the Koyukon Athabaskans of the Yukon, lower Tanana, and
Kantishna rivers; the Kolchan of the upper Kuskokwim River; the Tanana of the mid-Tanana
and Nenana-Toklat rivers; the Tanaina of upper Cook Inlet and the Susitna drainage; and the
Ahtna who were moving into the Denali region from the Copper River basin. Despite their
cultural variations, all of these people belonged to the Athabaskan tradition, a generic lifeway
developed over several thousand years of Interior Alaska living.

Chief Thomas of the Birch Creek Athabascans, at Nenana, 1917.
Stephen Foster Collection, UAF

From the European perspective of linear cultural development—starting with the hunter-
gatherer lifeway, progressing to pastoral, agricultural, and the urban, then the urban-
industrial-technological forms of modern civilization—a hunter-gatherer culture of such long
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duration might represent a broken cultural clock. But such a judgment fits ill with a broader
view of human history and the constraints of Interior Alaskan geography. We have all
descended from hunter-gatherer societies. All of our ancestors spent endless millennia in
lifeways that changed hardly at all and only gradually over time. When environments
themselves changed, through climatic shifts or the like, then human inhabitants adapted to the
new conditions, or migrated to other places, which in turn forced the new arrivals to modify
their cultural patterns.

The archeological record for Interior Alaska exhibits constant change, territorial adjustments,
and cultural dynamism from 11,000 B.P. to the end of the traditional period, ca. 1850. But
these changes occurred within the frame of the generic hunter-gatherer pattern of life, for
very good reasons. The subarctic Interior Alaska environment contained no animal species
that could be domesticated and herded, thus eliminating the pastoral alternative. Nor, given
rigorous climate, wet and frozen ground, and telescoped growing seasons, was this a place
for agriculturalists. As top predators in landscapes usually hungry, only seasonally rich in
biomass (as during caribou or salmon migrations), the Athabaskans and their precursors had
to disperse in small bands during most of the year, barring "urban" concentrations (which
would have required pastoral and agricultural hinterlands anyway).

Fish Camp at Cape of Good Hope, on Lake Minchumina. Stephen Foster Collection,
UAF

As ecosystem (or living-off-the-land) people, deriving their entire stock of sustaining
resources (food, clothing, tools, shelter) from the immediate environment in which they
dwelt, the Athabaskans remained hunter-gatherers because there was no alternative in this
place. This pattern holds true today in Interior Alaska for anyone who cuts the umbilical
cords of imported goods and technology from warmer climes: wild meat and gathered wild
vegetable products are the only foods available. And the same sort of thing can be said for
other necessities of human livelihood.

It is in the endless refinement of knowledge—the traditional science of land and animals that
allowed flexible response to environmental constraint and opportunity—and their rich
spiritual life, all passed on with the embellishments of succeeding generations, that the
Athabaskans demonstrate the depth and power of their culture. Over thousands of years in the
isolation of their remote world, as integral parts of it, they grew to know this land as no other
people ever will. In this light—illuminated by physical, intellectual, and spiritual union with
the homeland—the traditional Athabaskans possessed a cultural inheritance very different
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from but every bit as rich and complex as that of the Europeans who would discover them.

The bands of Athabaskans who frequented the Denali region occupied the highland frontiers
of their larger tribal territories. They roamed the upper rivers and foothills of the central
Alaska Range, dominated by the great mountain. Compared to brethren bands on the main
rivers—those arteries of salmon migration before dispersal into hundreds of spawning
streams—the highland people depended more on big game. They tended to be more nomadic,
spending less time congregated at winter villages or fish camps, more time in movement to
intercept migrating caribou, more time dispersed in family hunting parties pursuing scattered
winter game.

Illustrative of the lifeways of these upper river, highland bands were the people who ranged
the northwest flank of the range. Their territories intersected in the Lake Minchumina vicinity
at the divide between the Kuskokwim and Tanana drainages. Here lies a southwest-northeast
trending lowland of forests, lakes, marshes, bogs, and streams. The Alaska Range and its
outlying foothills parallel one side of this broad valley, the Kuskokwim Mountains the other.
Mountain snows feed the waters that host fish and breeding waterfowl. Moose browse
streamside willows and wade the lakes and marshes to feed on aquatic plants. Black bears
haunt the forests; grizzlies wander over tundra and foothills. Bands of sheep and migrating
caribou move through the flanking mountains, and in winter the caribou descend and disperse
into sheltering forests and low hills. Fur bearers—so important for clothing—pursue their
streamcourse and ridgeline rounds.

In Alaska terms this is a rich environment for the subsistence of Indian hunters. The variety
of accessible habitats, populated in the succession of seasons by many different animals,
provided fresh meat at hunting and fish camps during times of plenty. Much of the meat from
these intensive harvests was dried, smoked, or, in the fall, allowed to freeze, and, along with
rendered fat, was stored to carry the people through the lean winter. And usually, in the
hungry days of late winter, opportunistic hunters could find the solitary moose, the elusive
caribou, the fat beaver, or the denning bear to bridge the final weeks before migrant birds
returned to signal spring and freshen winter's monotonous diet—or save the day if the old
meat were exhausted.

The Kuskokwim-Tanana Lowland runs from the forks of the Kuskokwim, near the present
village of Nikolai, northeast 200 miles, passing through the environs of Telida village to the
watershed and portage near Lake Minchumina. Thence it trends down the Kantishna River
past traditional camps at the junctions of Birch Creek, Bearpaw River, and Toklat River, and
on to the confluence of the Kantishna and Tanana rivers.

In late prehistoric and early historic times the Kolchan Indians of the upper Kuskokwim
(represented by today's villages of Nikolai and Telida) maintained ties of trade and cultural
interchange with their close linguistic relatives, the Lower Tanana people, who utilized the
Kantishna and Nenana drainages. The two groups were probably in seasonal contact around
Lake Minchumina and the upper Kantishna.

By the time of direct European contact Koyukon-speaking people had intruded into the
Minchumina area, interdicting the traditional overlap between Kolchan and Lower Tanana
groups. Family histories related by Minchumina elders trace the Koyukon settlers to the
village of Coschaket at the mouth of the Cosna River, which is near the Tanana River's
junction with the Yukon. [3] In a recent ethnohistorical study, the authors comment: "This
incursion of Koyukon speakers . . . [is consistent] with historic cultural patterns of movement,
displacement and settlement." [4]

Lake Minchumina's favorable hunting and fishing location, astride a watershed-portage-trail
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complex that gave access to three great Interior rivers—Kuskokwim, Tanana, Yukon—made
it a cultural frontier. Both the historical record and the prehistory revealed by archeology
demonstrate a series of occupations by ancient and recent Indian groups, with strong
evidence also of an Eskimo interlude of three centuries beginning some 1500 years ago. [5]

Trade and cultural interchange followed the trails radiating from Minchumina, making it a
rather cosmopolitan place over a span of nearly three millennia. Yet, in the European
experience, the Minchumina environs remained one of the last places explored in Alaska, and
then with great difficulty, for it nested in the extreme upper reaches of tributary streams far
from easily navigable major rivers. This contrast between ancient crossroads and historic-
period remoteness tells us something about the skill with which Native peoples moved
through daunting country that even now is seen mainly from the air.

Nenana natives, 1917. Stephen Foster Collection, UAF

Let us now glimpse the realities of day-to-day life in traditional times. In a 1983 report
National Park Service anthropologist Susan Morton summarized the ethnography of the Birch
Creek people, a Kolchan band of the Lake Minchumina-upper Kantishna River area. Her
primary source was the work of Edward Hosley, ethnographer of the Kolchan. His
reconstruction of their late-traditional lifeway typifies cultural patterns shared with localized
variations by several Athabaskan bands in the Denali region. Morton's felicitous abstract,
benefitting from her own interviews with Native elders, is quoted at length below as a
convenient window on a lifeway now extinct:

The basic household unit for all Alaskan Athapaskans including those of the
Upper Kantishna was composed of two families. The two families shared a single
dwelling and acted as a single economic unit throughout the seasonal round.
Efficient exploitation of resources scattered throughout their territory required
the cooperative efforts of anywhere from a few individuals to a large group. This
flexibility involved several different levels of social and political organization.

The next level of social and political organization was the local band composed
of from two to five households. A local band was usually made up of a large
extended family, traditionally centered around two brothers, or a brother and his
sister's husband along with their wives, children, and perhaps daughters, spouses
and grandchildren. The group might number between fifteen and seventy-five,
sometimes including more distant relatives.
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The local band tended to stay together throughout the year, breaking up into
individual households only when resources were scarce. The local band was
usually exogamous, that is, members married outside of their own group into
neighboring local bands.

Several local bands scattered along the same river drainage or foothill region
were often linked by kinship, tradition, a shared dialect, and economic
cooperation. This larger group has been called a regional band.

Individual local bands exploited territories that averaged 2500 square miles in
size. Each band visited different locations in its territory on a regular basis in
accordance with an established seasonal round. Winter encampments, which
were the most sedentary phase of the annual cycle, were often located on the
freshwater tributaries of the Kantishna or a lake. The entire winter season was
customarily spent at one location, where permanent dwellings were built.

These dwellings were sometimes subterranean, oval or round in outline, and
often had a dome-shaped roof. However, in winter sites predating Western
influence (1850s and earlier), dwellings were rectangular, straight-sided, gable
roofed, and usually excavated two or three feet into the ground. These structures
were most often covered with layers of birchbark on willow or spruce pole
framework, but caribou skins were sometimes used instead. Earth or snow was
usually banked around the base of the dwelling for added insulation from the
cold. Underground caches or pits held stored food.

During pre-contact times, the seasonal round focused almost entirely on hunting.
During the winter months the most important species were beaver and bear;
other sources of food were ptarmigan and hares. The people also hunted caribou
whenever they were available during the winter months, although, in more recent
times moose became more important. They turned to fishing only when other
supplies of food failed.

About the end of March the people abandoned the winter settlement and began
preparations for the spring caribou hunt. Prior to the break-up of the river ice,
lightweight birchbark canoes and virtually all of a band's belongings would be
loaded on hand-pulled toboggans and on dogs for the trip to the traditional
caribou hunting grounds in the Alaska Range. Since the people were more
mobile during the summer months, dwellings were usually less substantial than
those built for winter. They were dome-shaped or more often conical tipi-like
pole frames covered with caribou skins.

The spring and fall caribou hunts were usually cooperative hunts requiring two or
more bands to come together and hunt as a single group. In pre-contact times,
the entire summer season was frequently spent in the foothills of the Alaska
Range hunting caribou, sheep, and occasionally a bear. The band returned to the
winter village just before or after winter freeze-up.

Each band was usually led by a family patriarch. Although a fair amount of
social contact did take place between neighboring bands, each band was an
independent unit. There was no concept of a large, political group beyond the
regional band. The people did not recognize political leadership beyond the level
of an informal headman, and such leadership often took the form of experienced
elders offering advice to younger band members.

Kinship ties were the basis for social control within each band. Such ties meant
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there were strong obligations of mutual support and cooperation, especially for
sharing food and other resources. Kinship ties, particularly among male siblings,
were often the basis for relations within a band. However, a band might also
form around a skinnah, a "partnership" bond between two men who often worked
and hunted together. Sometimes they were also married to sisters or had
exchanged sisters in marriage. The members of such a partnership were obligated
to mutual support and hospitality. By extending the partner system to men of
other bands, a man could be assured of a welcome wherever he went.

A man could also rely on such support and hospitality from fellow clan members
whether in his own village or a distant community. The clan system which cross
cut the local and regional band structures consisted of three named groups. Clans
were exogamous, members married outside their own group, and matrilineal, that
is, descent and membership were traced through the mother's side of the family.
Residence after marriage was usually with the wife's clan, at least temporarily.

Western influence came relatively late to the Upper Kantishna. The late 1830s
saw traders from Kolmakovskiy Redoubt making regular trips to the Upper
Kuskokwim for furs. They had established regular trade at Khunalinde (Vinasale)
by early in the 1840s. Tanaina [Indians] from Cook Inlet were crossing the
Alaska Range as early as 1844, acting as middlemen from Nikolaevskiy Redoubt
and trading with Upper Kuskokwim (Kolchan). But in spite of additional
explorations between 1834 and 1863, the Russians never reached farther into the
interior.

So although many regions in Alaska had been visited and described by
Westerners by the 1860s, the Upper Kantishna was one of the last areas to be
explored by Europeans. The long period of indirect contact with Westerners had
a profound effect anyway. The introduction of the fur trade and foreign trade
goods by neighboring Native groups caused shifts in the annual cycle of
subsistence activities and trading patterns. These economic shifts along with the
spread of Western diseases brought about irreversible changes in the traditional
way of life. [6]

The relative isolation of Indian groups in the Minchumina area, sheltered by mountains and
shoaling streams, meant that indirect contact with Europeans was the rule, with direct
contacts the rare exceptions until after the turn of the century. Being once removed from the
accessible coast and the navigable rivers, these Indians were able to perpetuate a modified
traditional lifeway into the 1920s, a time of still living memory as this is written. Today's
elders, who witnessed these times of change, have shared their experiences in a rich oral
history, which will be tapped in later chapters. From the stories of their elders, and their own
childhood experiences, today's tradition bearers remember the time of the homeland—the
world that encompassed the history of their people, the hunting camps and villages, the ties
of kinship, and the spiritual associations that gave meaning to each part of that world and
each human act within it.

The area's isolation prolonged the history of an earlier Alaska in another way. When the first
Westerners came into this country around 1900 there was a replay of the kinds of dependence
on the local Indians that had long since faded in Alaska's more settled regions. The elders
recall that time, too, when a lost army exploring expedition was saved and guided on its way,
when the lore and the lay of the land was shared with other newcomers—traders, trappers,
and prospectors. This theme punctuates the narratives of exploration that follow. [7]
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Denali
Historic Resource Study

CHAPTER 2:
EARLY EXPLORATION

As the 19th century approached its last decade, the sprinkling of U.S. citizens who had
immigrated to Alaska since its 1867 purchase from Russia considered themselves neglected
members of a lost colony. Alaska was not even a full-fledged territory, rather an
administrative district. Governance and laws, a half-formed collection of precedents and
practices from "Down Below," deprived citizens of representation, misread the nature of the
country, and produced mixed results, usually interpreted by the locals as negative. This view
prevailed even in the accessible towns of the Southeast Alaska panhandle, where ocean ships
could nurture the American outposts.

In the distant reaches of the great Interior a few small steamboats plied the Yukon, whose
forested banks opened occasionally for a log trading post or an Indian fish camp. Beyond the
river, only scattered bands of hunters and the rare prospector roamed. Of government there
was none. Over most of the Interior, for all one could see of "man sign," it was the world of
Genesis before God's final creation. The Denali region and its approaches remained a blank
space on the map, except for rough indications of mountains sighted from afar.

By the late 1880s the Arctic Mountains (later named the Brooks Range) had been partially
explored—also the polar seas and coasts, the Yukon and its main tributaries, much of
Southwest Alaska's delta lands, and, excepting mountain fastnesses, most of the Pacific
rimlands. But at the center lay terra incognita.

In the main, the Russians had stayed near the coast. Beginning in the 1830s, having exhausted
the populations of sea otter whose pelts had sustained the Tzar's enterprise in America for
nearly a century, the Russian-American Company got serious about the Interior fur trade with
establishment of posts on the lower or middle reaches of the Kuskokwim and Yukon rivers.
Denali-region Indians participated indirectly in this trade via Indian middlemen who were
based closer to Russian stations on the rivers and the coast.

British traders of the Hudson's Bay Company intruded Alaska in 1847 to establish Fort
Yukon, far northeast of Denali on the upper Yukon River, and hundreds of miles from the
nearest Russian post on the lower Yukon. Americans took over these posts after the purchase,
linking the upper and lower river with additional stations along the middle Yukon, including
several in the vicinity of the Yukon-Tanana confluence.

In time, direct contact began between American traders and the Indians of Denali, who
floated downstream to trading posts and camps on the big rivers. The traders were content
with this arrangement. There was no reason to labor up shallow rivers if the Indians would
bring their furs down them. No other economic motivation existed to push settlement beyond
the riverine highways—until the ever-roving prospectors began to find color around the outer
margins of Denali. [1]
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The first recorded reference to the Denali massif occurs in the 1794 journal of British
explorer George Vancouver, who spent a month in Cook Inlet charting its waters—enough
time for a break in the weather that gave him a view to the north. In his May 6 entry
Vancouver named Cook Inlet in honor of his former captain on this same coast, James Cook,
and noted "distant stupendous mountains covered with snow and apparently detached from
each other," [2] a certain description of McKinley and its consort, Mount Foraker, from the
inlet. In 1834, during explorations for a trade route between the Kuskokwim drainage and
Cook Inlet, the Russian Creole explorer Andrei Glazunov portaged from the Yukon and
ascended the Kuskokwim and Stony rivers seeking a pass across the Alaska range. When his
Ingalik Athabaskan guides turned back to their Kuskokwim homeland, Glazunov was forced
to turn back toward his base at St. Michael near the mouth of the Yukon [3], but not before
noting on March 7 that he "saw a great mountain called Tenada, to the northeast." [4] At his
location on the Stony River, Glazunov was nearly 200 miles from the mountain. His
rendering of its name, Tenada, is traced to the Ingalik Dengadh. (The Koyukon name,
Deenaalee, is the source of the modern Denali; all Athabaskan variants north of the Alaska
Range mean "The High One.") [5]

Baron Ferdinand von Wrangell, Governor of the Russian-American Company, had sponsored
Glazunov's expedition to document previously unexplored areas of Yukon and Kuskokwim
geography. The Wrangell map of 1839 shows the massif described by Glazunov, with the
label "Tenada." [6] In later Russian maps the approximately located mountains and the name
were dropped, "...as they were considered too far away to position accurately." [7] Thus the
Native naming of the mountain faded from maps and memories. [8]

Other Russian explorers provided geographic details on the margins. But the mountain citadel
and its near approaches continued to loom at a distance, through the Russian period and well
into the American.

The naming of the Alaska Range followed explorations of the Western Union Telegraph
Expedition in 1865-67—part of a scheme to link the Old World and the New by a telegraph
line across Alaska and Siberia. William H. Dall, chief of the expedition's Scientific Corps had
viewed the range from the Yukon and in 1868 proposed the name "Alaskan Range," which
was modified to "Alaska Range" by local usage. [9]

The end of the Russian period in America reflected Russia's imperial competition with Great
Britain and the massive debts inherited from the Crimean War. Alaska, on the farthest
periphery, was no longer an asset but a drain. For these reasons Russian administration in the
final years showed signs of atrophy. [10] The sale to the United States in 1867 kept Alaska
out of British hands and it opened a new chapter in the expansion of the United States.
American traders, prospectors, and military and geological survey explorers would take up
where the Russians had left off and push the frontiers of Alaskan exploration to the edge of
the mountain realm.

As in the Russian period, the coastline and major rivers would attract the first American
pioneers. Alaska's size and difficult terrain, plus its great distance from the seat of Federal
government—fully engaged with settlement of its contiguous western territories-acted as
brakes on penetration of the remote Interior. Systematic, government-sponsored exploration
and mapping of the Denali region proper would be delayed for 30 years. Even prospectors
drawn to the Yukon in the 1870s would take nearly 20 years to approach Denali's immediate
vicinity. Thus it was by stages and dispersed probes of intervening geography that the
mountain finally was approached. [11] A rich secondary literature [12] documents the details
of Denali-region exploration, whose chronological highlights will be treated here, along with
critical excerpts from original accounts.



Denali NP: Historic Resource Study (Chapter 2)

http://www.nps.gov/history/history/online_books/dena/hrs2.htm[1/10/2013 3:50:17 PM]

As early as 1878 trader-prospectors Arthur Harper and Al Mayo ascended the Tanana
River to the site of present Fairbanks, where they found fine gold in the river bars.
Harper had earlier floated down the Tanana and seen the Alaska Range on the south
horizon. Following his 1878 trip he reported "...a great ice mountain off to the south
which was plainly visible....one of the most remarkable things.. .seen on this trip." [13]
According to Bradford Washburn, this is the first known record of Mount McKinley as
a single peak reported from the Interior. Notably, Harper's son Walter, born of an
Indian mother, would be the first man to set foot on McKinley's summit a generation
later. [14]

As late as 1880 historian Ivan Petrov stated in the Tenth United States Census report
that "civilized men" knew nothing of the Susitna country north of Cook Inlet despite a
century of coastal occupation.

The Indians tell us that the rivers lead to lakes, and that the lakes are
connected by rivers with other lakes again, until finally the waters flow
into the basins of the Tennanah and the Yukon. But conflicting with this
intermingling of the waters are stories of mountains visible for hundreds of
miles... [15]

Lt. Henry T. Allen's 1885 U.S. Army expedition defined the eastern march of the
Denali region by linking the Copper and Tanana river basins via passage through the
eastern part of the Alaska Range. Allen took note of "very high snow-clad peaks" south
of the Tanana River's middle reaches. [16]

Prospector Frank Densmore and several companions crossed from the Tanana to the
Kuskokwim Basin in 1889. They probably ascended the Kantishna River and portaged
to the Kuskokwim via Lake Minchumina, an ancient route used by Indian travelers,
and, within 20 years, to be well worn by miners and mail carriers. This traverse came
closer to the mountain (within 65 miles) than any previously recorded. Densmore's
enthusiastic descriptions of the great mountain to the southeast, as viewed from the
Minchumina country, prompted fellow prospectors to call it "Densmore's Mountain."
[17]

Beginning in the mid-Nineties placer gold discoveries on the Kenai Peninsula and
along the shores of Cook Inlet attracted many prospectors into full view of the
mountain—among them William A. Dickey, who would name the peak McKinley. [18]

Dickey's ascent of the Susitna River in 1896 followed by a decade his coming west to
Seattle after graduation from Princeton, where he impressed people as a winning
personality, a talented pitcher, and a mathematical genius. His career as a business
man never recovered from the destructive Seattle fire of 1889, so he eventually headed
north to Alaska. His descriptions of the mountain, based on observations from
prospecting camps on the Susitna, appeared in the New York Sun of January 24, 1897.
[19]
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Mosquito netting was an integral part of the early surveyors'
outfits. Stephen R. Capps Collection, UAF

His was one of a hundred parties spurred by Cook Inlet gold discoveries to enter the mud-flat
delta of the Susitna in spring 1896. All but a handful gave up the struggle against the turbid
current before reaching Susitna Station trading post some 25 miles upstream. Here Dickey
and his three companions abandoned their heavy sea dory and whipsawed lumber for two
Yukon-style river boats 25 feet long, 18 inches wide on the bottom, and 40 inches across at
the gunnels. After two weeks of false channels, boat dragging, and wet skies they reached the
great forks near present Talkeetna, where:

On the clearing up of the weather we obtained our first good view of the great
mountain, occasional glimpses of which we had before, the first from near
Tyonick [Tyonek], where we saw its cloudlike summit over (much lower)
Sushitna [Susitna] Mountain. The great mountain is far in the interior from
Cook's Inlet, and almost due north of Tyonick. All the Indians of Cooks Inlet
call it the "Bulshoe" [from the Russian word for "big"] Mountain, which is their
word for anything very large. As it now appeared to us, its huge peak towering
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far above the high rugged range encircling its base, it compelled our unbounded
admiration.... On Puget Sound for years we had been admirers of Mount Rainier,
over 14,000 feet high, but never before had we seen anything to compare with
this mountain. My companion in the boat, Mr. Monks, was one of the few who
made the ascent of Rainier the previous summer. In his opinion Rainier was
about the same altitude as the range this side of the huge peak, which towered at
least 6,000 feet above its neighbors. For days we had glorious views of this
mountain range, many of whose glaciers emptied apparently into our river.

............

About seventy miles from the great forks we came to a small village of the
Kuilchau, or Copper River Indians [Ahtna], tall and fine looking, and great
hunters. Throughout the long and arduous winter they camp on the trail of the
caribou. They build huge fires of logs, then erect a reflector of skins back from
the fire, between which reflector and the fire they sleep, practically out of doors,
although the temperature reaches 50° below zero. We were surprised to find
them outfitted with cooking stoves, planes, saws, axes, knives, sleds sixteen feet
in length, 1894 model rifles, etc. They were encamped near a fish trap which they
had constructed across a small side stream, and were catching and drying red
salmon. They had no permanent houses, living in Russian tents, with the
entrance arranged like our own to keep out the gnats and mosquitoes. They
informed us that we could go no further with our boats, as the Sushitna now
entered an impassable canon, whose upper end was blocked by a high waterfall.
"Bulshoe!" they exclaimed, raising both hands high above their heads.

............

Unable to pass the falls on the main river we turned down the stream to the great
forks. It was very exciting and dangerous running the rapids among the big
boulders, the race-horse speed at which we travelled giving us no time to
examine the river ahead. The boiling waves several times entered our boats, and
we were constantly on the jump to keep them from swamping. We could make a
greater distance down the stream in an hour than we could up in a day.

. . . We ascended Mount Sushitna near the mouth of the river and confirmed our
previous observations on the upper river, namely, the extent of the broad, flat
country, and the total absence of the great Alaska range as marked on the
Government charts of Alaska.

We named our peak Mount McKinley, after William McKinley of Ohio, who
had been nominated for the Presidency, and that fact was the first news we
received on our way out of that wonderful wilderness. We have no doubt that
this peak is the highest in North America, and estimate that it is over 20,000 feet
high. [20]

When later asked why he named the mountain after McKinley, Dickey replied that the verbal
bludgeoning he had received from free silver partisans had inspired him to retaliate with the
name of the gold-standard champion. [21] For those dedicated to perpetuation of Native
names on the land, beginning in the Denali-McKinley controversy with Charles Sheldon, this
frivolous reason compounds the naming error.

Mountaineers responded with great interest to Dickey's claim, soon confirmed, that Mount
McKinley was the highest mountain on the North American continent. Within a few years the
pioneer climbers would begin the ongoing pilgrimage to this arctic giant's icy slopes. The
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turn of the century was the heyday of arctic exploration and the races for the poles.
McKinley's lofty summit now joined the diminishing list of world-class objectives still left
for those adventuring souls who mourned the earth's rapid domestication.

In 1897, as Denali-Mount McKinley began its transformation into the dominant
symbol of Alaska, the Klondike Gold Rush became an international phenomenon. The
cadre of American prospectors who had probed and picked the Yukon country for the
past quarter century had found some respectable placers, but never enough to ignite a
full-scale rush. The Klondike discoveries in Yukon Territory in 1896 did the job. Those
hardened rovers who had worked hard-rock mines and placer streams through the
Rockies and Sierras, the Australian outback and the Canadian mountains, and the
Yukon itself, led the stampede. From their stories and tales, and the bullion they
shipped south, the vision of instant riches spread across oceans and continents. Clerks,
farmers, merchants, students, and the displaced and dispirited of all descriptions—
along with calculating predators and their henchmen—dropped whatever life they had
been living and grabbed passage on any ship that could sail, and some that had been
condemned. In short order the Klondike excitement spread across the gold-fields of
both Canada and Alaska.

Suddenly, the United States government, whose citizens comprised the great majority of
stampeders, had a stake and responsibilities in Alaska. How could the mass of inexperienced
gold-seekers get to the Klondike? How would they be supplied? What were the conditions of
life in remote streams that were locked in ice and darkness for a good part of the year?
Charlatans foisted false maps and manuals on the innocents, leading them astray, contributing
to the potential disaster of marooned camps and death from scurvy and starvation. Boomers,
shippers, and outfitters fed the excitement with rumors of new strikes. Hardly a stream in
Yukon Territory or Alaska wasn't paved with nuggets that could change desperate lives into
the stuff of dreams. Thus worked the alchemy of the Klondike Gold Rush—thought by its
participants to be the last great adventure.

In 1898 responding to the demands of the Gold Rush, the Congress mandated that the
U.S. Geological Survey should become the Nation's chief trailblazer in Alaska. Its task
was to provide the public with accurate maps and information about the goldfields,
including routes to them and the data of survival. At this time the Denali region was
still marked "unexplored" on USGS maps. Separately, or in cooperation with the U.S.
Army, the USGS launched several expeditions that year. Two of them would close in
on the Denali region. [22]

One of these, headed by J.E. Spurr, geologist, with W.S. Post, topographer, dragged
canoes up the Susitna River's tributary, the Yentna, then followed up that stream's
tributary, the Skwentna, to portage over the Alaska Range. The party then proceeded
down the Kuskokwim to that great river's mouth and conducted further explorations
along the coast. This remarkable trip through unexplored areas included the first
recorded crossing of the Alaska Range in the Denali region. [23]

Also in 1898 George H. Eldridge and Robert Muldrow of the Survey mapped the
Susitna River, traveling by boat and backpack. They reached the Nenana River (then
called the Cantwell), tributary to the Tanana, then returned to the coast down the
Susitna. Aside from exploratory mapping, this expedition provided hard data on the
mountain and reported an idea that would later take root and shape the future of the
Denali region. Muldrow made the first professional instrument determinations of
Mount McKinley's altitude and position, confirming that its height exceeded 20,000
feet above the sea. [24] Eldridge, the leader of the expedition, fulfilled his charge to
find a pass through the Alaska Range suitable for "the location of a railroad or wagon
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route from Cook Inlet to the Tanana." [25] In his report Eldridge made the prescient
point that a feature of the "...route that should not be overlooked is its picturesqueness.
It would be at the very foot of Mount McKinley and would pass through one of the
grandest ranges on the North American Continent." [26] (In 1902 and 1903 private
engineers made preliminary surveys for a railroad from the Pacific Coast to the Tanana
via Susitna Valley and Broad Pass. Construction of a privately financed railroad began
in 1903 at the new town of Seward on the coast. The line eventually reached the
Turnagain Arm of Cook Inlet. It would later be bought and incorporated into the
Government railroad system.) [27]

Army expeditions in 1898 and 1899 included reconnaissance surveys by Sgt. William
Yanert and Pvt. George Vanschoonoven into the Susitna-Tanana divide area. These
expeditions were elements of a larger Army effort under command of Capt. E.F. Glenn
to define transportation routes to the Interior gold-fields. The Susitna River was
deemed navigable for small steamers as far as the great forks near present Talkeetna.
And the Susitna Valley-Broad Pass-Nenana River route to the Tanana Valley passed
Captain Glenn's tests of feasibility for construction of a railroad or wagon road. Among
the advantages of this route, the wide valleys and passes would avert avalanche
dangers. Sub-reports from Captain Glenn's command noted the well worn trails used by
Indian traders and hunters in their travels between the Susitna Valley and the
Kuskokwim, Tanana, and Copper drainages. Yanert found the remains of a Tanana
Indian hunting camp on the north side of Broad Pass. The condition of Natives at
Tyonek and Susitna Station ranged from pitiable to fair, with many of the Indians in
advance stages of pulmonary afflictions. By contrast, the Indians living at camps
removed from the trading stations appeared healthy and provident, still engaged in
traditional hunting and fishing for their livelihood. [28]

The 1899 expedition of 1st Lt. Joseph Herron, 8th Cavalry, was the last of the Army
efforts under Captain Glenn to find an overland all-American route to the Interior
goldfields, one that could not be interdicted by Canadian constraints or regulations.
Herron's party crossed the Alaska Range via the Yentna and Kichatna rivers at
Simpson Pass. Then, abandoned by their Tanaina Indian guides (perhaps because of
fear of the upper Kuskokwim Indians), Herron and his men wandered to the brink of
starvation or death-by-exposure through the maze of tributaries and swamps in the
upper Kuskokwim drainage. Fortunately rescued, sheltered, outfitted, and guided by
Indians of Telida village, the expedition eventually reached newly established Fort
Gibbon at the Tanana-Yukon junction, using the Lake Minchumina-Cosna River trail
to the Tanana.

Herron's trip, notable for its hardships and the saving help from the Indians, proved the
infeasibility of the wet and stream-laced Kuskokwim-Tanana lowlands for road construction.
(The Valdez Trail from tidewater to the Fortymile country and Eagle on the Yukon—scouted
by another Army unit—became the all-American route.)

Herron's extended stay at Telida gave him splendid views of the north side of the Alaska
Range, including Mount McKinley's 17,400-foot consort peak, which he named Foraker after
yet another Ohio politician-U.S. Senator J.B. Foraker. (Indian names, according to Orth,
included variants on Denali—thus treating Foraker as part of the massif—and "Sultana" and
"Menlali," meaning Denali's Wife.) [29]

Herron, an 1891 graduate of West Point, had crossed 500 miles of unexplored country in a
total of 1,000 miles traveled. His was the first instance in modern exploration of a Cook
Inlet-Yukon River traverse. His official account, published in 1901 by the War Department,
[30] offered a case study of do's and don'ts for future travelers in Alaska's varied terrains,
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especially the difficulties of summer travel in Interior lowlands and the limitations of horses
for such work.

Doubtless Herron and his companions would have perished in the onsetting winter had not
Chief Sesui and his Telida people succored them. The expedition had been reduced to rags
and tatters, and as the season advanced constant immersion in cold water, along with the wet
snows that avalanched from trees as they plunged through thick forests and thickets of brush
preyed on the men's energy and will. The upper streams, blocked by drift piles and sweepers,
could not be rafted—they had lost critical gear in a raft upset. The pack horses had weakened
and been let go. So here were these weakened men trying to haul on their backs, with
improvised canvas-and-rope packs, what gear remained, thrashing through brush, timber, and
swamp.

Chief Sesui, hunting from Telida, killed the bear that had just robbed the Herron party's
cache. Gutting the bear, Sesui discovered bacon, which meant that white men were near.
Chief Sesui backtracked the bear and found the explorers lost and staggering through the
swamps. It was September 19, with winter on the march, and, as Herron emphasized, he and
his men both blessed the recently cursed bear and gave sincere welcome to the chief. Sesui
took them to Telida, sheltering and feeding them for two months while the ground hardened,
snow for travel fell, and the Indian women made winter clothes for them. Equipped with
Indian snowshoes, transport provided by Indian dogs and sleds, and following Indian guides,
Herron's party departed Telida November 25 and reached Fort Gibbon 3 weeks later. [31]
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Carl Sesui and wife, 1919. Stephen Foster Collection, UAF

The Herron-Chief Sesui episode has impelled anthropologist William Schneider to interesting
commentary on the situation of the upper Kuskokwim people as direct contact with European
culture began: [32]

The Upper Kuskokwim people were ready to assist Herron on his way through
and they were ready to assist the hundreds of others that came in the early years
of the twentieth century on their way to the gold strikes farther down river and at
Nome. This readiness is rather unique for Indian groups which experienced gold
rush activities and can be credited to a number of factors. A prolonged period of
indirect contact [with both Russians and Americans] facilitated cultural integrity.
The Upper Kuskokwim is geographically distant from the major western supply
lines; therefore, Native services were vital to travelers. The Upper Kuskokwim
Natives had flexibility to develop culturally appropriate and economically
remunerative roles in activities of the gold rush—activities such as running
roadhouses, supplying fish and game, and serving as dog team mail carriers.

In 1908 the Iditarod Trail was surveyed and became a winter route of travel for
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prospectors headed for Southwest and Northwest Alaska. In 1923, with the
completion of the Alaska Railroad, the Kantishna/Upper Kuskokwim trail also
became an important winter travel route. These two trails crossed the Upper
Kuskokwim and were traveled by many people headed for the distant gold
mining areas.

Strikes in Fairbanks in 1902 and Kantishna in 1905 also brought gold seekers
who spilled over into the Upper Kuskokwim. To support the newcomers,
roadhouses were built along the trails, and Upper Kuskokwim Natives were
employed to work at these sites, and to provide food for the travelers and their
dog teams. Some Natives were employed to carry the mail. In some cases the
roadhouses were run and owned by Natives.

The introduction of fishwheels by 1918 on the upper river signalled a major
technological advance that permitted Upper Kuskokwim people to catch large
quantities of salmon on the main river. Fish were also caught in traps in the
streams and sold to the roadhouses to feed travelers and their dog teams. The
dramatic picture that emerges is of a small Native population which very quickly
and effectively provided basic services on the trails and at the roadhouses. The
services involved some skills that they had used all of their lives: hunting,
fishing, and dog team driving. The introduction of the fishwheels was
advantageous and, along with the traditional fish traps, provided a ready source
of fish near the main travel routes. The ownership of roadhouses and the
entrepreneurial skills that this demanded are of considerable interest.

The Upper Kuskokwim presented unique problems of supply. In summer, river
steamers could operate dependably as far up river as McGrath, but the
roadhouses farther up river had to depend on shallow-draft boats, and, of course,
winter supply over the trails. One suspects that for these roadhouses, local—
meaning Native—supply was very important, more important than elsewhere
where white traders could depend upon steamboats for supply. The geographical
remoteness from outside supply necessitated a dependance on local resources,
and therefore permitted a relatively high degree of local control, paralleling in
some respects the situation Herron found himself in during his stay at Telida.

Unfortunately, the period of employment and entrepreneurship was short-lived,
lasting only until the 1930s when the airplane signalled an end to dog team mail
delivery. Many of the roadhouses and even the trails ceased to be important. The
employment opportunities decreased dramatically. By then the hordes of
prospectors were gone. Those who had found paying quantities of gold were
established in a few locales, most outside the Upper Kuskokwim. The traffic had
decreased, the wage labor opportunities were few, and people returned to much
of the trapping life that they had practiced before, only now the area was less
isolated and white trappers shared in the rich fur resources.

Reflecting on the historical events surrounding Herron and the gold seekers, we
are left with the strong feeling that the Upper Kuskokwim Natives not only
culturally survived but thrived during the early phases of direct contact....

............

Unlike many other parts of Alaska where direct contact in a home territory
followed rather quickly after indirect contact and necessitated immediate change,
the Upper Kuskokwim people maintained insulation for a long time, absorbing



Denali NP: Historic Resource Study (Chapter 2)

http://www.nps.gov/history/history/online_books/dena/hrs2.htm[1/10/2013 3:50:17 PM]

what they wanted and declining what they did not want. For many years they
dealt with strangers on their own terms, and that may have influenced their
willingness to exploit the opportunities that finally developed in their home
territory. The people who entered their territory had destinations elsewhere. They
sought gold outside that territory and did not provide direct competition for the
employment opportunities. A contact situation was thus created which permitted
the resident population ample opportunity to maintain its integrity and to benefit
from their geographically remote location.

The 1902 exploration along the northwest base of the Alaska Range by USGS geologist
Alfred Hulse Brooks transected the Denali region, touched the slopes of the Denali-
McKinley massif, and produced works of mapping, description, and data (including
mountaineering recommendations) that remained the standard references on the region
for half a century. [33] An 1894 graduate in geology from Harvard, Brooks had been
called from studies in Paris to join USGS Alaskan explorations in 1898. Each year
thenceforth he participated in or led Alaska field expeditions in anticipation of his
Mount McKinley exploration. In 1903 he became chief of USGS mineral surveys in
Alaska, and later Chief Alaskan Geologist for the Survey. In 1912-13 he was vice
chairman of the Alaska Railroad Commission, whose report prompted President
Woodrow Wilson to choose the route for the government built-and-operated Alaska
Railroad that runs "along the very foot of Mount McKinley." Brooks' distinguished
service as chief geologist for the American Expeditionary Force in World War I was
followed by further Alaskan work, and authorship of essays and papers that became a
posthumously published book classic, Blazing Alaska's Trails. [34]

A U.S. Geological Survey party at work, near present-day Talkeetna. Stephen R.
Capps Collection, UAF

Brooks' leadership of a volunteer cadre of USGS geologists and topographers spurred that
agency to excel in its mission as the Nation's chief trailblazer in Alaska. In the Denali-
McKinley region, his work effectively brought to a close the period of early exploration and
charted the course for mining, mountaineering, and railroad transportation, which, in
combination, would open an unexplored land to the world. [35]

Brooks' McKinley expedition of 1902 comprised 7 men and 20 pack horses, with D.L.
Reaburn, topographer, and L.M. Prindle, geologic assistant. Their traverse began on June 2 at
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Tyonek near the head of Cook Inlet, and ended at Rampart on the Yukon. The route ran
northwest across the Skwentna River to the Kichatna, then up that stream and across the
Alaska Range through Rainy Pass—which Brooks named—to the Kuskokwim headwaters.
Then for 200 miles the party followed the margin of the inland front of the range
northeastward. On the northerly end of that course Brooks closely paralleled, and in places
probably trod upon, the route of the present park road, reaching the Nenana River via Hines
and Riley creeks as do today's park road travelers. Thence the party aimed north via the
Nenana River, crossing the Tanana Valley and arriving at Rampart on the Yukon, having
traveled 800 miles in 105 days. [36]

The expedition accomplished with dispatch this long trek across some of Alaska's most trying
terrain. Savage mosquitos, swamps, and swift glacial rivers combined with thick brush and
timber and rugged topography to make many of the miles traveled seem like individual
battlefields. Years of Alaska field experience gave Brooks and his professional colleagues
both foresight in preparation and stamina in execution. Skilled horse wranglers and campmen
simplified travel and camp routines so that men and animals could last the course. Sufficient
minimums ruled in equipage, supply, and—to the extent possible—energy expended. And in
the rich game country of the Denali region fresh meat was never lacking. [37]

Mount McKinley, showing one of Brooks' campsites during his 1902 expedition. A.H.
Brooks Collection, USGS

Excerpts from Brooks' 1903 article [38] give a flavor of the Denali region's geography,
landscapes, and wildlife—and the impact of the great mountain upon a skilled and literate
observer:

[From the summit of Mount Susitna, near Tyonek] . . . the broad lowland of the
Sushitna Valley lay spread before us, the dark greens of its spruce forest
contrasting with the lighter greens of the open marshes and the bright gleam of
small lakes or winding water courses. Beyond rose a range of highlands, and
then, forming the sky-line, snow-covered Alaskan mountains. From our vantage
point the rugged crest line seemed unbroken, and had we not known that it was
in fact cleft by passes we might have despaired of finding a route through such a
forbidding mountain mass.

As we gazed a mass of clouds hanging over what appeared to be the center of
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the range broke and revealed two majestic peaks, Mount McKinley and Mount
Foraker, glistening in the slanting rays of the afternoon sun. Far above the crest
line they towered, enormous mountains, even at a distance of 120 miles. Four
years before, while making an exploration down the Tanana with canoes, I had
seen the same peaks and at about the same distance, but from the opposite
direction.

The task before us was to find a route across the swampy lowland, traverse the
mountains, and, following their northern front, approach from the inland slope as
near the base of this culminating peak of the continent as conditions and means
would permit; we must map the country and incidentally explore a route which
some time could be used by that mountaineer to whom should fall the honor of
first setting foot on Mount McKinley.

From the forests we now entered a belt of foothills, which formed a northern
spur of the main range, and once more obtained a clear view of Mount
McKinley, still almost as far distant as when we first saw it from Mount Sushitna
six weeks before. This was no cause for depression, however, for then we were
separated from our goal by an apparently impenetrable swamp and a great,
snow-covered range, whereas now there seemed no serious obstacles to our
achieving our purpose.

Among these foothills, averaging a height of 3,000 or 4,000 feet, dwelt large
numbers of mountain sheep, their pure white color, which in this region remains
unchanged throughout the year, making them conspicuous objects on the bare
rocks or moss-covered slopes. In the course of one morning's roaming over the
hills, I] counted more than 100 of these mountain dwellers. In fact, the
abundance of sheep, bear, moose, and caribou found along the north slope of the
Alaska Range rank it as one of the finest hunting grounds in North America.

Our descent from the foothills brought us to a gravel-floored plateau which
butted directly upon the base of the range. Its smooth, moss-covered surface
afforded such excellent footing and so few obstacles to progress that for days we
hardly varied our direction a degree, heading straight for Mount McKinley. That
mountain and its twin peak, Mount Foraker, now only 50 miles away, seemed to
us to rise almost sheer from the gravel plain. We passed many large glaciers
which debouched from the mountain valleys upon the plateau and discharged
roaring, turbulent, bowlder-filled rivers, which were our most serious
impediment.

............

These were the happiest days of the summer. Cheered by the thought that every
day's march was bringing us visibly nearer to our goal, we lent ourselves readily
to the influence of the clear, invigorating air and the inspiration of that majestic
peak ever looming before us, the highest mountain of North America, which we
were to be the first to explore.

............

Our camp of August 1 was pitched in a grove of cottonwoods near the foot of a
glacier which flowed down from the neve fields of Mount Foraker. This we
called the "Herron Glacier," in honor of Capt. Joseph S. Herron, our predecessor
in the exploration of the upper Kuskokwim Basin. A short scramble through the
underbrush brought me to the front of the moraine, which stretched like a
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cyclopean wall across the valley. Climbing to the top, I surveyed the mass spread
out before me, very like the preliminary dumping ground of a railway
excavation. It was a striking scene and an unusual one, for a newly formed
moraine is the exception in land forms. Nature in her sculpturing delights in
rounded and symmetrical outlines, and it is only when the forces of erosion have
not had time to do their molding that such a crude, unfinished surface is exposed
to view. It is, so to speak, the raw material which streams and rains will carve
into beautifully rounded topography, and then vegetation, nature's decorative
artist, will clothe with greens of various hues.

Two days later we made our nearest camp to Mount McKinley in a broad,
shallow valley incised in the piedmont plateau and drained by a stream which
found its source in the ice-clad slopes of the high mountain. We had reached the
base of the peak, and part of our mission was accomplished, with a margin of six
weeks left for its completion. This bade us make haste, for we still must traverse
some 400 miles of unexplored region before we could hope to reach even the
outposts of civilization. The ascent of Mount McKinley had never been part of
our plan, for our mission was exploration and surveying, not mountaineering, but
it now seemed very hard to us that we had neither time nor equipment to attempt
the mastery of this highest peak of the continent.

The next morning dawned clear and bright. Climbing the bluff above our camp, I
overlooked the upper part of the valley, spread before me like a broad
amphitheater, its sides formed by the slopes of the mountain and its spurs. Here
and there glistened in the sun the white surfaces of glaciers which found their
way down from the peaks above. The great mountain rose 17,000 feet above our
camp, apparently almost sheer from the flat valley floor. Its domed-shaped
summit and upper slopes were white with snow, relieved here and there by black
areas which marked cliffs too steep for the snow to lie upon.

A two hours' walk across the valley, through several deep glacial streams,
brought me to the very base of the mountain. As I approached the top was soon
lost to view; the slopes were steep and I had to scramble as best I could. Soon all
vegetation was left behind me, and my way zig-zagged across smooth, bare
rocks and talus slopes of broken fragments. My objective point was a shoulder of
the mountain about 10,000 feet high, but at 3 in the afternoon I found my route
blocked by a smooth expanse of ice. With the aid of my geologic pick, I
managed to cut steps in the slippery surface, and thus climb 100 feet higher; then
the angle of slope became steeper; and as the ridge on which the glacier lay fell
off at the sides in sheer cliffs, a slip would have been fatal. Convinced at length
that it would be utterly foolhardy, alone as I was, to attempt to reach the shoulder
for which I was headed, at 7,500 feet I turned and cautiously retraced my steps,
finding the descent to bare ground more perilous than the ascent.

I had now consumed all the time that could be spared to explore this mountain,
which had been reached at the expense of so much preparation and hard toil, but
at least I must leave a record to mark our highest point. On a prominent cliff near
the base of the glacier which had turned me back I built a cairn, in which I
buried a cartridge shell from my pistol, containing a brief account of the journey,
together with a roster of the party.

By this time I was forcibly reminded that I had forgotten to eat my lunch. As I
sat resting from my labors I surveyed a striking scene. Around me were bare
rock, ice, and snow, not a sign of life, the silence broken now and then by the
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roar of an avalanche loosened by the midday sun, tumbling like a waterfall over
some cliff to find a resting place thousands of feet below. I gazed along the
precipitous slopes of the mountain and tried to realize again its great altitude,
with a thrill of satisfaction at being the first man to approach the summit, which
was only 9 miles from where I smoked my pipe.

............

The era of early exploration thus ended in contemplation of the great mountain. This lofty
banner, visible for 200 miles, marked the center of a region long familiar to Indian hunters
and now encircled and transected by newcomers upon the land. Their maps, photos, and
written descriptions dissipated the mists of distance and filled the blank spaces recently
marked "unexplored." The Denali region beckoned to prospectors, mountaineers, and
engineers. Hunters, naturalists, and artists would soon follow. In time their experiences,
reports, and renderings would cast a special meaning upon these mythic landscapes, the regal
creatures that roamed them, and the towering massif that topped them all. Then would arise
the notion that these scenes should be discovered anew by each generation. Despite their
diverse callings, the second wave of pilgrims, like the first, would fall under the spell of this
marvelous region. Purposefully or otherwise, they would all contribute to its dedication as a
public treasure, a place of perpetual discovery.
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Denali
Historic Resource Study

CHAPTER 3:
CHALLENGE OF THE MOUNTAIN

The dozen years that followed the Brooks Expedition would set the pieces of the frame for
the Denali region's future. Three men—Judge James Wickersham, Charles Sheldon, and
Harry Karstens—would emerge as the moving forces whose interaction would create the
park-refuge idea, carry it through to legislative enactment, then pioneer the new park on the
ground.

Wickersham made the first attempt to ascend the mountain, one year after Brooks had gazed
along its precipitous slopes. In so doing, the judge launched a heroic chapter in
mountaineering, peopled by literate adventurers whose exploration and climbing accounts
make a fascinating history of truth, falsehood, controversy, and final summit achievement. In
aggregate, their published descriptions made Mount McKinley and its game-rich forelands
household symbols of the Alaskan wild.

An early climbing party on Mount McKinley. Francis P. Farquhar Collection, UAF

The placer mining claims that Wickersham's party staked in the Kantishna Hills, on the way
to the mountain, created a minor gold rush that evolved into a long-term mining community
whose hospitality and knowledge of the country would support and inform successive
expeditions of mountaineers, hunters, and explorers.

The isolated miners of Kantishna and neighboring mining districts would seek government
assistance to make their mining profitable and their lives more civilized. These demands
contributed to government development of trail, mail, and rail services in the Denali region—
the basic infrastructure that would in time provide access to Mount McKinley National Park.
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The shared concerns of Charles Sheldon and Harry Karstens over the market hunting of
Denali's game animals to supply mining camps and future railroad construction camps
translated into the threat of wholesale slaughter of North America's premier wildlife
assemblage. This threat, carried to Congress by Charles Sheldon and the cohort he led,
motivated the legislators to create Mount McKinley National Park. Judge Wickersham—by
then Alaska's Territorial Delegate to Congress—introduced the park bill. Karstens, with
backing from Sheldon and Wickersham, became the pioneer superintendent of the new park-
refuge.

Thus did the years 1903 through 1914 string the woof upon the loom: committed
personalities, adventure and description, mining and hunting, definition of transportation
needs and routes, the park-refuge idea. The warp would follow with Congressional action and
early park development and access. Intervening history, from then until now, has been and
continues to be woven on that same loom, with only variations of design.

In 1900 Federal Judge James Wickersham set up District Court in Eagle, Alaska, under the
terms of Alaska's new Civil Code, which followed hard upon the Gold Rush. His judicial
district covered more than half of Alaska, centering upon the vast Interior. Wickersham won
appointment to the judgeship after effective work as lawyer and political campaigner in
Tacoma, Washington. His judicial and political career in Alaska would span more than 30
years. He helped guide Alaska's transition from orphan outpost to full territorial status in
1912, and subsequently served several terms as Alaska's Delegate to Congress. [1]

With the Fairbanks gold discoveries and stampede of 1902, the population of Wickersham's
district gravitated to the new bonanza on the Tanana, and so, too, did the judge. After
organizing his court and Fairbanks' civil offices in Spring 1903, Wickersham considered what
to do until his court convened in the fall. For him "...the most interesting object on the
horizon was the massive dome that dominates the valleys of the Tanana, the Yukon, and the
Kuskokwim—the monarch of North American mountains—Mount McKinley." [2]

After assembling four kindred spirits for the expedition, the judge set out for the mountain in
May 1903. The party chose to approach as closely as possible by boat, thus pioneering
steamboat access up the Kantishna River. [3] This route, down the Tanana and up the
Kantishna to head of navigation, would be perfected with boat landings, trails, and supply
points during the Kantishna gold rush of 1905, which was inspired by the Wickersham party's
staking of placer claims.

Wickersham and his companions enjoyed their trip. His account sparkles with reflections on
the virgin beauty of the land they had entered, well timbered, fertile—a valley scene that
resembled the lower Mississippi more than the boreal Yukon drainage. Only the distant
summits of the snowy range indicated their northern latitude. [4]

Along the river they found Tena (Tanana) Indians in traditional spring hunting camps in the
neighborhood of the Toklat-Kantishna confluence. These people had left their winter villages
on the lower Tanana in February, hauling their gear with dogs and toboggans. Foraging
through the forests and foothills, they had taken moose and caribou, and now they hunted
ducks migrating into the Kantishna's river-and-lake lowlands. The Indians shared their fresh
meat and their knowledge of the landscape, pointing out the easiest route for the men and
mules to the base of Mount McKinley—via Chitsia Creek, the lower birch-clad slopes of the
Kantishna Hills (above the swamps and deep creeks), and the gap through those hills formed
by Moose Creek and Wonder Lake.

Having off-loaded from their steamer, Tanana Chief, the men progressed with mules,
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backpacks, and a poling boat, Mudlark, which they had found and reconditioned near the
mouth of the Kantishna. They encountered first one, then two more white trappers scouting
the country for furbearers. The latter two had portaged from the Kuskokwim and after a year
in the wilderness were en route to the Tanana trading posts with their furs. [5] Already the
patterns of trade and transportation were being traced across a country unknown to white men
just a few years earlier.

At the Telida Indian camp called Anotoktilon, near the mouth of Bearpaw River,
Wickersham's party met Chief Sesui, rescuer of the Herron party. This band of hunters
regularly pursued caribou and sheep on the plateau and in the headwater canyons below the
Denali-McKinley massif. They gave detailed instructions for reaching the glaciers that
descend from Denali's summit. They recommended that the poling boat be cached at this
point for the trip across the foothills. [6]

The cross-country march took Wickersham and his companions past lakes alive with
waterfowl and on to the flank of Chitsia Mountain, which they would climb for a magnificent
view of the country. Chitsia or Heart Mountain (so-called because it is shaped like a moose
heart) was a sacred place of the Tena Indians. During Wickersham's visit with them a few
days earlier their blind shaman, Koonah, had told him of Yako, the Tena's origin hero. Yako
had fathered the Tena people in the ancient past. He had magically created the Denali massif
from giant sea waves sent to destroy him by Totson the Raven Chief. During a later struggle,
Tebay the White Sheep Chief had climbed to his Chitsia Mountain lookout to direct the
enemies of Yako to his village on the banks of the Yukon. There the treacherous warriors
from the southern sea were vanquished by Yako and his children so the Tena could live in
peace. [7]

From Tebay's lookout, Wickersham describes the scene:

The little peak stands in the forefront of the mountain mass, the descent to the
valley is abrupt; the Toclat spreads out at its base on the eastern slope, and is in
view from the mountains in the south to its confluence with the Kantishna. Far to
the east we can see the bluffs at Chena, and beyond, Fairbanks; the Tanana and
the Tolovana hills are in view across the northern horizon, while the Nuchusala
hills in the west rise hardly to our level. Minchumina Lake lies to the westward
and glistens like silver in the sunlight. The view continues far south of
Minchumina to the massive McKinley range. We can trace the course of the
Kuskokwim into the Bull Moose hills and the portage from Minchumina lake to
that river. The valley view from the Tebay's aerie is a widespread panorama of
forest, lake, and river, stretching from the distant eastern horizon around by north
and west to the western flanks of Mount McKinley due south of us. This three-
quarters of a circle is a wide, flat valley, carpeted with an evergreen forest,
marked by rivers and dotted with lakes. The sun shone in glorious radiance over
Yako's land, and we now understood and better appreciated the vivid description
of it given to us by Koonah, the blind shaman of lowland Kantishna. [8]

In succeeding days the party hunted and jerked caribou, found colors and staked claims on
Chitsia Creek (the first mining claims in the Kantishna district), passed through the Moose
Creek-Wonder Lake gap, and crossed the bars and channels of McKinley River, its silt and
gravel plucked by Muldrow Glacier from the high walls of the mountain that now hung over
them. [9]

The mountaineers set up base camp on the lower reaches of Peters Glacier. Ascending its
main course they aimed for the northwest buttress of McKinley's North Peak as their route to
the top. Turned by a chaotic icefall, crevasses, and sheer cliffs where Peters Glacier plunges
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through narrowed walls, Wickersham bore left up smaller Jeffery Glacier, which, in the
towering topography and obscuring walls, seemed to offer access to the ascent ridge. After
hours of careful toil avoiding crevasses and gingerly crossing snow bridges,

. . . we reached an arete or sharp ridge of bare rock at the extreme upper end of
the bench glacier, and found, to our intense disappointment, that the glacier did
not connect with the high ridge we were seeking to reach, which yet seemed as
far above us as when we began the ascent. We are now about 10,000 feet above
sea-level on a sharp ridge of rock. Here our bench glacier roadway ends, for
over this arete which juts out from the mountain wall, the descent is almost
perpendicular to the great bergs of the main glacier, far below as they crowd over
each other to enter the narrow gorge. Here is a tremendous precipice beyond
which we cannot go. Our only line of further ascent would be to climb the
vertical wall of the mountain at our left, and that is impossible. [10]

That vertical wall, now known as Wickersham Wall, rises 14,000 feet from Peters Glacier to
McKinley's North Peak.

The Wickersham climb, and another attempt the same year by Frederick Cook, served well as
reconnaissance ventures. They showed that Peters Glacier was a dead end, at least for the
pioneer climbers. The way to the top in the early days of Mount McKinley mountaineering
awaited discovery of the ridge-hidden Muldrow Glacier route.

Wickersham's party returned to civilization, by raft, boat, and steamboat after a glorious
summer adventure. They had probed and mapped the approaches to the mountain. They had
found traces of gold, and when they filed their claims at the Rampart recorder's office on the
Yukon, they assured that others would come in force to the virgin lands of the Kantishna.

By 1903 Dr. Frederick A. Cook—a self-made man, medical doctor, and courageous member
of four Arctic and Antarctic expeditions since 1901—had established impeccable credentials
as an explorer. Among his admirers and former expedition colleagues were Robert E. Peary
and Roald Amundsen of polar discovery fame.

Cook's 1903 attempt to climb Mount McKinley foundered in the maze of cliffs and drop-offs
surrounding Peters Glacier and its upper basin, as had Wickersham's 2 months earlier. Cook
and his companions managed to surmount the ice fall in the Peters Glacier canyon that had
blocked the earlier party, and finally reached an elevation of about 11,000 feet on the North
Peak's northwest buttress. From their highest camp, a hole chopped in a blue-ice precipice,
the ridge

. . .led with an ever-increasing slope to a granite cliff which did not appear
unclimbable from below. But at close range and in a good light we could see that
farther progress . . . was impossible. There were successive cliffs for four
thousand feet. [11]

Acknowledging defeat, the party cached its extra food and fuel to lighten packs, then dashed
29 miles to the face of Peters Glacier.

Despite the mountain's dominance Cook's expedition that year brought richly deserved
acclaim as a feat of exploration. His was the first circumnavigation of the McKinley massif.
Paralleling Brooks' 1902 route from Tyonek, across the range, then along its northwest slope
—with the climbing interlude at Peters Glacier—Cook scouted the unexplored heights
northeasterly of Muldrow Glacier. There he found a pass negotiable by the party's pack
horses via the extreme headwaters and intervening glaciers of the Toklat and Chulitna rivers.
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Thence, after abandoning the horses, the party rafted down the main courses of the Chulitna
and the Susitna to Susitna Station and eventually came back to Tyonek. [12]

Had Doctor Cook ended his Mount McKinley career with this 3-month, 1,000-mile trek—its
northern pass-finding arc through unexplored mountains—he would have capped a
remarkable saga of exploration. But the lure of the mountain and the glory he sought would
lead him to make false claims 3 years later to the destruction of his reputation. [13]

Cook's expedition demonstrated the terrible toll of even approaching the isolated mountain,
much less climbing it. Moreover, the narrow window imposed by subarctic seasons and
weather nearly closed on Cook and his men as winter marched in step with them during their
September dash across the range and down the Susitna.

Robert Dunn, a Harvard-educated journalist, accompanied Cook in 1903. Cook appointed
him to a role best described as operational chief of the expedition, thus he labored and led the
crew as a sweating participant, not as an observing reporter. Dunn's mentor, editor Lincoln
Steffens, had charged him to write a completely truthful account of an exploring expedition
—an expose of the rows, bickering, dissents, and demoralizations usually hidden behind the
heroic prose of the exploring fraternity. [14]
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Route of the 1903 Cook Expedition. Robert Dunn, The Shamless Diary of
an Explorer, 1907.

The pages of Dunn's The Shameless Diary of an Explorer fulfilled that charge. They painted
an ambivalent picture of Doctor Cook: sometimes hero, usually kind though often petulant,
sometimes indecisive, on-again off-again as a leader and technically competent wilderness
man. Dunn's descriptions of trail conditions, mishaps, and smoldering enmities amongst the
party depict the attrition, physical and mental, of men and animals marooned except for their
own unceasing labors in a wilderness beyond help of others.

First on the trail through the Skwentna River swamps:

By noon, it seemed that we'd been traveling a year, hewing down, down, stem by
stem, among the iron-limbed alders. Winter snows flatten, toughen, bind, and
bend them into tempered springs. You can't move an inch without an axe, or
getting gouged in the face. And then to drive fourteen, exhausted, half-wild
bronchos, stampeding, snorting, as you hear the whooping-screeching rip of
canvas—see the cinches dangling from the brush! Oh, our hot oaths as we hunt
and gather the packs, chopping a clear place to pack, fighting mosquitoes! And
for every foot the beasts travel we cover forty, dashing forward to head them,
unsnarl, drag from the mud.

..........

We reached a big crick paralleling the river. The banks were slewed and clogged
with drift and willows. We were an hour crossing and ploughing through the
quicksands, finding the lead for trail beyond....

..........

Cutting trail with me on the other side and piling brush to keep the beasts from
jumping into the crick where it turned and gouged the bank, Jack suddenly lost
his temper for no reason I could see, and hurled off his axe murderously into the
brush. Then he snagged his eye, and sat down, quivering for ten minutes on the
sand-bar, his head in his hands, so no one dared to speak to him. [15]

Next, a moment of inspiration on a highpoint overlooking Peters Glacier:

The dizzy unworldliness of it all was intensified, compressed by perspective. You
seemed suspended in air, infinitely near, yet infinitely far from ice or rock wall.
The sky overhead was blue-black. The haze had dissolved, leaving rainbow
islands of cloud at succeeding spheres of the shadowy cut, casting down
abnormal shadows, swift darknesses, blazing revelations. Think of it—this mile-
wide trail [Peters Glacier], unknown miles long, hemmed by one wall a mile
high, another three sheer miles, and so straight you can hit its base with a
snowball, as you look up at its summit, the apex of North America. Somewhere
a snow-slide thunders, a tiny white cloud of fuzz like the puff from ten thousand
cannon blurs the wall, its whisper dies away into the pre-creative silence. [16]

Finally, the doubt before choosing the doubtful exit from their plight, across the range and
down the Susitna:

We've been discussing how to get out of the country, for ice is beginning to rim
the river slews at night. Twelve days' rafting down the Peters stream should bring
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us to Tanana river and a Yukon trading post. But northeast stretches mile on
mile, white with 10,000-foot alps, and the flat avenues of the world's biggest
inland glaciers, ramifying like the tentacles of a cuttle-fish this supreme
American range. And it is all unmapped, undiscovered, bleak and shriveled under
the breath of autumn. And south across these mountains, to the Sushitna River
and Cook Inlet, the Government Survey report we read between chapters of our
one and only Tom Sawyer, says with familiar triteness that it is "extremely
doubtful" if any pass exists. [17]

One of the true heroes of McKinley mountaineering was Belmore Browne. He was a man for
all seasons: lumberjack, explorer, artist, hunter, artful writer, scholar, and right arm to Charles
Sheldon in the political struggles of the McKinley park movement. Except for a sudden storm
at the last moment and final steps of a great climb in 1912, he would have been the first man
to achieve McKinley's summit. His love of Alaska took him to its farthest reaches over many
decades, beginning as an 8-year-old boy in 1888. His career mingled with that of Doctor
Cook, as colleague, then as critic. Regretfully, Browne and his partner Herschel Parker,
would prove the falsehood of Cook's claim to conquest of the mountain in 1906. [18]

Browne's three expeditions to Mount McKinley during the period 1906-1912 gave him
profound understanding of the mountain's challenge—particularly in the pre-aircraft era of
the pioneer climbs. His book, The Conquest of Mount McKinley (1913), captures the
perspective of that era—picturing the great mountain barricaded by distance, labyrinthine
terrain, and arctic weather from those tiny mortals who stood at its base and longed to reach
its top.

He describes the mountain as ". . . a gigantic mass of granite that was forced upward through
the stratum of slate that overlaid it." The slate survives on the lower peaks, giving them "a
strange, black-capped appearance."

A principal difficulty for the mountaineer is the low altitude from which the mountain rises.
The plateaus of South America and Tibet allow climbers to hike halfway up to the peaks they
seek to climb. But ascent of McKinley begins near sea level. After 30 miles of difficult ice-
and snow traverse on the glacial avenues that offer the only access through the gorges to the
climbing heights—carrying all supplies in backpacks—the climber still looks up at 3 vertical
miles of ice, snow, and forbidding cliffs, toward a peak still 10 or 12 miles distant, rimmed
by sub-peaks and huge buttresses, which in themselves are major challenges, and beyond
which (in those foot-slogging days without aerial reconnaissance) lie unseen gorges and
ridges that may foil the climber's planned route. Even on the glacier approach polar
equipment is mandatory, and the time required for the climb and weather delays demands
mountains of supplies. All this just to climb the mountain. Getting to the mountain,
geographically placed "in the most inaccessible position obtainable," was the other half of the
struggle. [19] Until the Alaska Railroad was completed in 1923 and glacier piloting began in
1932, approach logistics consumed such prodigious energies and supplies that many
expeditions were whipped before they started the ascent.

With such depletions in mind, the mountain's other challenges, beyond technical
mountaineering, came to the fore: perennial arctic conditions above 10,000 feet-constant cold
at subzero temperatures; sudden storms, blinding snow, hurricane winds, causing wind-chill
factors well below minus 100 degrees; tents and equipment ripped, lost, buried; trails
laboriously broken, then erased by drifts, to be found and broken again by people breathing
and pumping like hummingbirds, counting to ten between each step; climbers exhausted,
disabled or dying from altitude sickness or hypothermia; the loss of a mitt or a wet sock the
difference between life and death. All of this beyond avalanches, falls, crevasse
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disappearances, and the terrible toil of simply moving upward in air nearly devoid of oxygen.
These hazards still obtain, as the mountain's constantly growing death toll demonstrates and
despite modern improvements of aircraft and high-tech mountaineering, medical, and rescue
operations. That the pioneer climbers incrementally discovered the way up, made their
ascents, and came back to tell their stories is a testimonial to grit, frontier improvisation, and
luck. [20]

Terris Moore's history of the pioneer climbs cites 11 distinct mountaineering expeditions,
beginning with Wickersham's, leading to the first completely successful ascent of Mount
McKinley in 1913. Only highlights of the balance of these efforts can be presented in the
context of this regional history.

Doctor Cook returned to Mount McKinley in 1906 in company with Herschel C. Parker,
professor of physics at Columbia University, and Belmore Browne, artist, among others. This
expedition resulted in a valuable reconnaissance and mapping of the southern approaches to
the mountain. The party used a pack train and a motor launch to investigate the Susitna's
tributaries and their heading glaciers on McKinley's south flank. After 2 months of intense
work without finding a route to the top, the party returned to Cook Inlet, and its members
went their separate ways. Doctor Cook remained in the vicinity, and in early September with
horse-packer Robert Barrill made . . . A LAST DESPERATE ATTEMPT ON MOUNT
MCKINLEY," [21] as Cook phrased it in a dramatic telegram to Eastern backers. His
subsequent claim that he had dashed to the top and back in less than 2 weeks via Ruth
Glacier inspired instant skepticism amongst those familiar with the country, including Parker
and Browne. What came to be known as the Fake Ascent spawned a controversy between
Cook loyalists and mountaineering detectives that even now sputters on, despite
overwhelming evidence that Cook lied.

Browne's The Conquest of Mount McKinley recounts his and Professor Parker's sleuthing
that identified a rock pinnacle in a side basin halfway up Ruth Glacier as the site of Cook's
famous "summit" photograph. This point is about 5,300 feet above the sea and some 19 miles
from McKinley's summit on a straight line. Cook trapped himself with his own photography
in a preliminary article and in his later book, To the Top of the Continent. The book's
unretouched summit photo, which shows a back ground peak (not shown in the retouched
article photo), plus contextual photos of the side basin (claimed by Cook to be thousands of
feet above its actual elevation) allowed Parker and Browne to pinpoint the rock pinnacle on
the ground in 1910. Barrill, sworn to silence by Cook, later revealed the hoax in an affidavit,
stating that Cook had dictated false entries for Barrill's diary. Brad Washburn assembled and
critiqued all available evidence, including his own ground proofing, in his 1958 American
Alpine Journal article, "Doctor Cook and Mount McKinley." Despite frost-action crumbling
of the rotten rock pinnacle, which had altered its profile as shown in Cook's photos, the
photos in Washburn's article show key remaining features of the pinnacle, and the tale-tale
background mountain in a comparative photo essay. It was the "fingerprint" of this mountain
(as Browne said, "No man can lie topographically") that had guided Parker and Browne to
the pinnacle in 1910. Aside from all this physical evidence, the timetables, distances,
logistics, and the route to the top described and mapped by Doctor Cook seemed immediately
and were later proved incredible. After their own experiences with Cook earlier that summer
of 1906, probing up the great tendril glaciers of McKinley's weather flank, Parker and
Browne could not buy the 12-day up-and-back story from their first hearing of it.

As the Mount McKinley controversy grew riper, Doctor Cook threw another bombshell. In
1908 he claimed to have reached the North Pole, beating his former leader Robert Peary to
the prize. This claim was immediately challenged by Peary and others, and another
controversy erupted. This claim too was later disproved.
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The combination of claims, suspicions, and rebuttals finally impelled the Explorers Club to
call Doctor Cook before a committee of peers to clear himself. He refused to testify and
disappeared. The Explorers Club, of which Doctor Cook had been president, expelled him in
late 1909. He was also dropped from the rolls of the American Alpine Club and various
geographical and learned societies.

Then followed several mountaineering expeditions to Mount McKinley in 1910, both to
attempt the ascent and to test Cook's claims. Two of these came back with authoritative
evidence. Parker and Browne led the Explorers Club-American Geographical Society party
that discovered the false peak. The distinguished experts who made up this expedition had
been charged to find solid proof one way or the other respecting Cook's claim to have
climbed the mountain. For the Cook controversies—both McKinley and North Pole—had
turned ugly. The public suspected that Cook, their popular hero, was the victim of individual
and institutional jealousies. Reputations were at stake—including those of such eminent third
parties as Charles Sheldon and Alfred Hulse Brooks. who had contributed technical
appendices to Cook's book, thereby implicitly endorsing his claims.

On the approach to Ruth Glacier in 1910, Parker and Browne encountered C.E. Rusk leader
of the Portland, Oregon Mazama Mountaineering Club expedition. The Mazamas wanted to
track Cook's route as described in his writings and on his 1907 map. In this way they would
assess his claims on the ground. Their sympathies lay with Cook but objectivity was their
guide. The two expeditions joined in the quest for truth but proceeded separately. Weeks of
hard hiking and glacier hazards, encumbered with polar equipment and supplies, brought the
Mazamas up Ruth Glacier's vast trench to its great amphitheater and upper branches. At this
point Rusk and his companions saw that Cook's map was the product of his imagination, for it
matched in no way the actual scene before them. Cook had described a valley glacier route
giving access northward to Muldrow Glacier, and thence to the top. A maze of mountains and
glacial box canyons enclosed by cliffs greeted the Mazamas. Rusk would later close his
meticulous report with this sad statement: [22]

Dr. Cook had many admirers who would have rejoiced to see his claims
vindicated, and I too would have been glad to add my mite in clearing his name.
But it could not be. Of his courage and resolution there can be no doubt. He is
described as absolutely fearless. He is also considered as always willing to do his
share and as an-all-around good fellow to be out with. His explorations around
Mount McKinley were extensive. They were of interest and value to the world.
Had he persevered, he doubtless would have reached the summit on some future
expedition. He was the first to demonstrate the possibility of launch navigation
up the Susitna and Chulitna Rivers. And that one trip alone—when with a single
companion he braved the awful solitude of Ruth Glacier and penetrated the wild,
crag-guarded region near the foot of McKinley—should have made him famous.
But as we gazed upon the forbidding crags of the great mountain from far up the
Ruth Glacier at the point of (Cook's and Barrill's) farthest advance and realized
that it would require perhaps weeks or months more in which to explore a route
to the summit, we realized how utterly impossible and absurd was the story of
this man who, carrying a single pack, claims to have started from the Tokositna
on the eighth of September, and to have stood on the highest point of McKinley
on the sixteenth of the month. The man does not live who can perform such a
feat. Let us draw the mantle of charity around him and believe, if we can, that
there is a thread of insanity running through the woof of his brilliant mind... If he
is not mentally imbalanced, he is entitled to the pity of mankind. If he is not,
there is no corner of the earth where he can hide from his past.

In mountaineering circles, the Cook controversy generated a mythos and a literature similar
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to the Custeriana that followed and still follows the Battle of the Little Bighorn. [23] But this
study must move on, drawing once more the mantle of charity over a man whose genuine
exploits and deserved reputation dissolved in falsehoods meant to enhance them.
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Denali
Historic Resource Study

CHAPTER 4:
THE KANTISHNA AND NEARBY MINING DISTRICTS

When Karstens and the others came down from the mountain, they headed for Eureka, the
mining camp at the junction of Eureka and Moose creeks, now known as Kantishna. There a
miner named Hamilton fed them "like a Prince." Next day, they reached Joe and Fanny
Quigley's place, where they enjoyed a "big feed." And the next day they had another big feed
at Glacier City. [1]

Claim No. 2a on Eureka, Kanishna area, 1906. L.M. Prindle Collection, USGS

Who were these miners, these dwellers of the far places for whom hospitality was code and
communion? All the early travelers remarked of the miners that they were a special breed,
men and women of everlasting hope. Failure they knew well. For gold was elusive: scattered
in the gravels of rushing streams, clinched in rocky crevices, hidden under deep, sometimes
hundreds-of-feet deep, sediments that overlay ancient watercourses. These were all variations
of placer gold—gold already eroded from the country rock and concentrated here and there
(but where?) by Nature's running waters. This kind of gold, when discovered, ran out fast in
those early days, for much of the gold escaped the ingenious but crude traps set by the
pioneer miners. All of them then used flows and charges of water—as Nature had already
done, to a point—to move lighter rock and gravel, allowing the heavy gold to settle in the
riffles of sluice boxes.
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Sluice boxes, Spruce Creek, Kantishna area, 1906. L.M. Prindle Collection, USGS

Stampedes brought mixed company, in waves. And the mining proceeded in stages. Some
prospectors following, in Robert Dunn's phrase, "the old, relentless dream-trail," [2] found
paying colors. The word got out. First to the new Eldorado were prospectors and miners
already in the country. Expert and efficient, they found and staked the better claims. The
second wave of stampeders, often delayed until the next season, staked what was left or
found work as laborers at the operating mines. Many of these latecomers lacked experience.
Theirs, typically, was a life of leavings, pittance-pay hard labor (given mining-camp prices),
and eventual return to more civilized precincts.

As surface-stream gold gave out, and if the geology were right, placer operations shifted to
bench claims and deep-hole mining—probing old creek terraces or the ancestral streambeds
far below. In the first primitive efforts, the miners melted through the frozen dirt with hot
rocks or wood fires; later they used steam, generated by small, wood-fired boilers. They dug
their shafts to bedrock where the old streams had concentrated the gold. By this time only
hard-core miners remained, for intensive development work, often taking years, preceded any
hope of pay, once the "sunburnt" gold was gone.
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Bench mining on Glacier Creek, 1906. L.M. Prindle Collection, USGS

If the arduous bench and deep-hole efforts failed to fill their pokes, the miners began looking
up the steep creeks toward the domes and ridges where the lode gold—the uneroded gold of
creation—lay hidden in the solid rock. Then hard-rock mining began with dynamite and pick
and pry-bar—into the very heart of the mountain, where veins of gold-bearing quartzite
meandered through the fissures and fractures of geologic history. Kantishna went fairly
quickly from placer mining to lode prospecting. As improved placer techniques allowed,
miners made their pay from placer benches and deep holes (and from reworking previously
sifted surface-stream gravels) while they prospected and developed the lode claims.

Placer miners in the Kantishna area, 1919. L.M. Prindle Collection, USGS

Because all the Denali-region districts were remote and their pay locations spotty—without
the vast extent of the Klondike, Fairbanks, and Nome fields—there was little corporate
takeover and agglomeration of the mines as compared to the climax stage in those larger
fields. Thus, continuity of people and ownership persisted clear into the Thirties in some
places. This was particularly true in the Kantishna. The mining camps scattered on the
streams and ridges comprised a loose-knit community. Rugged topography—deep valleys
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and tortuous ridges—hindered casual visiting. But when someone did drop by on the way out
to town, or back in, it was a special occasion. And being far from town, helpfulness—really
going out of one's way—was not marked up as a debt owed, for tomorrow or next year, it
might be yourself who needed the gathering-round of neighbors.

The principal gold fields of the Denali region include:

The Kantishna district with most of the mining concentrated in the southwest part of
the Kantishna Hills, just north of Wonder Lake.

The Bonnifield district to the northeast, tapping tributaries of the Tanana flowing north
from the Alaska range.

And the fields to the south of the range in the Susitna drainage—the hand-work and
dredge placers on Cache and Peters creeks, draining the Dutch and Peters Hills; the
upper Chulitna River lode mines; and the surface and deep-hole placers of the Valdez
Creek area on the upper Susitna, east of Cantwell.

All of these were remote fields, far removed from the big rivers that permitted easy
steamboat transport of supplies and equipment to landings near mine sites. The Valdez Creek
miners relied at first on overland transport from the military wagon road between Valdez and
Eagle. (Later, when the Alaska Railroad reached Cantwell, they shifted their base of supply
to that town.) The other districts used a combination of river and overland transport. Small
steamers chugged up the tributaries as far as they could go. At the heads of navigation of
these shoaling streams a "last chance" trading station might be established. From such
stations goods went farther upstream in launches, poling boats, and horse-drawn scows.
Finally, overland travel with dogsleds or horse-drawn sledges brought the goods to the mines.
Each link in the transportation system cost money. Barring very rich diggings, the big
financiers showed only passing interest in such fields. There was no profit after a big
investment, as the era of company mining (1917-21) at Valdez Creek showed. [3] Thus the
small-scale, labor-intensive mining of the pioneer field tended to persist in such places.
Where stripped-down hydraulic and dredging and hard-rock operations did occur on the
upper creeks, they were plagued by water shortages and equipment-maintenance problems.
Improvisation and creative salvage and adaptation of any machined metal helped the miners
to limp along. [4]

With construction of the Alaska Railroad (1915-23)—up the Susitna Valley through Broad
Pass, and south from Fairbanks along the Nenana—leading to spur roads and trails from the
rail line, transportation improved. But by then exhaustion of surface placers, and less-than-
Bonanza prospects for more expensive mining, had reduced many of the camps to subsistence
levels. With few exceptions up through the Thirties, large-scale mining enterprises in these
districts could not be made to pay. Typically, after two or three seasons of expense and labor
to develop and put into operation such enterprises, they folded and the engineers left. Then
the durable old timers with modest expectations salvaged machinery, pipes, and other useful
items from the abandoned company camps.

All of these districts started up about the same time, in the years 1903 to 1907. [5] Through
the Thirties they had similar sequences of boom and bust, then revival with modest
investments of outside money, usually followed by disappointment. They all responded with
flurries when the railroad came near and when, in 1933, President Franklin D. Roosevelt
raised the price of gold to $35 an ounce.

Mines in these districts produced by-products (or in a few instances were primary producers)
of other metals: silver, zinc, lead, antimony, or copper. But gold would always be the main
lure and bring in all but a small fraction of the pay.
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In the early days, coal—which would soon become Alaska's second most valuable mineral—
was only of local consequence in the Denali region. Small outcrops and shallow beds
occurred in many places, and if one of them was near a mining camp it could be exploited as
fuel for domestic and forge and machinery operations. For example, the Dunkle Mine on the
south side supplied the nearby Golden Zone mine overlooking the Chulitna's West Fork, until
the miners shifted to hydropower. Vast coal deposits—untappable without bulk transport—
occupied the Matanuska and Nenana fields. This latent wealth and energy helped determine
the route of the Alaska Railroad. The railroad would use the higher grade coals of the
Matanuska field to fuel its locomotives while hauling the lower grade coal to Anchorage and
Seward for domestic use. After the last spike was driven in 1923 the Nenana field—next door
to the new National Park—supplied Fairbanks, and also local consumers, including the park.
Many small coal mines flourished briefly along the railroad, e.g., the mine at Railroad Mile
341, now within the enlarged park. Another small mine, in the original Mount McKinley
National Park, near the East Fork of the Toklat River, was operated by the Alaska Road
Commission to supply its camps during construction of the park road for the National Park
Service. [6]

The mining story in the Denali region began coincidentally with the mountaineering saga. A
kind of symbiosis evolved between the two very differently engaged groups of people: The
miners provided hospitality and knowledge of the country; the visitors (not just
mountaineers, but also USGS parties and ramblers of assorted kinds) brought news of the
outside world and, because most of them were genteel sorts, provided polite new sounding
boards for old arguments and opinions long since dismissed by the host miner's steady
company. It was, after all, a fair deal.

A by-product of these exchanges were the writings of the visitors, which give us a
contemporary view of the progress of the country and the people in it.

In the flurry of stampedes to the Denali region that began in 1903, prospectors came from
north and south. Overflow from the earlier Fairbanks strike populated the Bonnifield and
Kantishna districts. Prospectors from the entry port of Valdez crossed glaciers and mountains
to open the Valdez Creek district east of Denali. And latecomers to the Cook Inlet strikes
headed up the Susitna and Chulitna to the fields on Denali's south side. Trading stations and
roadhouses sprang up overnight. Primitive packhorse and winter trails to the mining camps
were blazed and brushed from the boat landings at heads of navigation. At these off-loading
sites stores, saloons, and boarding houses appeared as if by magic. For Alaska's goldrush
population included a large contingent of gypsy caterers to miners' needs and appetites. The
toll gates at these places worked both ways: stampeders going to the fields spent their
grubstakes for supplies and necessities; on the way back out, if their pokes held gold, they
satisfied their appetites for booze, gambling, and women. Many hopefuls never made it to the
gold fields. They lingered too long in the saloons, blew their grubstakes, and returned
crestfallen to the towns. Serious prospectors and miners worked first, and, among those so
inclined, binged second.

The Kantishna district exhibited all of these sequences and stages and shall be the main focus
of the narrative that follows.
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Trails in the Nenana Kantishna Area, 1922. Dianne Gudgel-Holmes, Ethnohistory of
Four Interior Waterbodies, 68.

Though Judge Wickersham's claims on Chitsia Creek never paid a dime, his recording of
them in 1903 attracted experienced prospectors to the Kantishna Hills. Joe Dalton found
colors on the Toklat in 1904. Joe Quigley and Jack Horn staked Glacier Creek early the next
summer. Their filing of claims on a quick trip to Fairbanks caused excitement and the rush
began. Meanwhile, Joe Dalton and his partner had shifted southwest from Crooked Creek of
the Toklat drainage to Friday and Eureka creeks which flowed into Moose Creek. Their
staking of these rich diggings coincided with the arrival of the first stampeders in mid-July.
Within weeks the 2,000 to 3,000 argonauts had staked every drainage in the Kantishna from
mouth to head, and some prospectors were already probing the benches and ridges. A small
fleet of steamers and launches carried people, gear, and supplies up the Kantishna and
Bearpaw rivers as far as they could go. Instant boom towns sprang up: Diamond and Glacier
City on Bearpaw River; Roosevelt and Square Deal on the Kantishna. The tent metropolis of
Eureka, at the Eureka-Moose Creek junction, was the last stop before the miners clambered
and hauled themselves and gear up the creeks and over tundra ridges to the scattered claims.
[7]
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Glacier City, 1906. L.M. Prindle Collection, USGS

Roosevelt, on Kantishna River, ca. 1917. Stephen Foster Collection, UAF

Within 6 months the rush was over. The real miners quickly scooped up the shallow, rich
diggings, which were localized in a few streams. By February 1906, disappointment began
driving the frustrated thousands out. Winter trails—around the north side of the Kantishna
Hills via Glacier City and Diamond, or the pack trail up Myrtle Creek and across a low pass
to Clearwater Fork of Toklat River—carried contrasting traffic: backtrail losers going out,
and more supplies and equipment for the winners, going in. [8]

For all but a few the summer season of 1906 proved disappointing, and the gradual exodus
became a rout. U.S. Geological Survey geologist L.M. Prindle visited the district late that
summer. He saw many abandoned diggings. On September 1, after trekking down Glacier
Creek where a few men were working, he noted in his trip diary, "town of Glacier, a long
line of abandoned cabins & 2 stores." [9] Diamond inspired a similar entry. The town of
Roosevelt, isolated by 18 miles of swampy tundra from the creeks, was practically deserted.
The few hangers-on and the many empty cabins in these places ". . . testified with depressing
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emphasis to the decadence from the activities of the previous year." [10]

Thus ended the brief glory days and began the hard mining. About 50 people remained. Over
the next 15 years or so the Kantishna district remained stable. Each year some 30 to 50
miners worked their claims. They all continued their placer work, at decreasing levels of pay,
and some of them actively prospected and staked hard-rock claims on the ridges. When
USGS geologist Stephen Capps visited the region in 1916 he found 35 persons, most of them
holdovers from the first stampede. At that time all pay still came from placer mines, but
preliminary development of the hard-rock claims was underway. Capps forecast that
eventually the lodes—containing gold, silver, and the sulphides of lead, zinc, and antimony—
would probably outstrip the placers in value. [11] He noted that several miners wintered in
the cabins at Glacier City, down in the timbered flats. It was better than hauling wood to their
high summer camps in the barren hills, [12] and wintering game and furbearers could be
taken in the woods.

Map of the Bonnifield and Kantishna Regions, 1906. Prindle, USGS Bulletin 314, Pt.
IV.

This was the distilled Kantishna community, this small group of durable people, whose
hospitality became legend, whose daily anecdotes, as transmuted by literate visitors became
the stuff of myths. They all hoped for better times. If they could get good transportation, thus
reducing mining costs, many of the marginal creeks could be made to pay. If an all-weather
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wagon road came their way, maybe from the rumored railroad that some said would go
through Broad Pass, then they could get in heavy equipment and go for the lode deposits.
Always there were these hopes—and petitions and letters to the authorities that stated them
and asked for transportation relief. Meanwhile, they exploited the shallow bench claims.
From local materials they built automatic dams—boomer dams—which filled with water,
then dumped themselves and filled again. The "splashes" from these dams washed away the
heavy overburden so the miners could get to pay gravel under the deeper creek deposits.
They hauled in some pipe and big nozzles and diverted water behind header dams so they
could carve away the benches hydraulically. They subsisted on a combination of placer
mining, hunting, trapping, and gardening. And they kept hoping.
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Denali
Historic Resource Study

CHAPTER 5:
CHARLES SHELDON AND THE MOUNT MCKINLEY
PARK MOVEMENT

A native of Vermont, where as a youth his interest in natural history could flourish, Charles
Sheldon went on to Yale and bright prospects in the profession of law. Then the family
business supporting this progression collapsed. But with a good start and his own talent and
determination Sheldon became a success in the rail-road business. He served as general
manager of a railroad in Mexico from 1898 to 1902. During this time his investments in
Mexican mining allowed him to retire from active business in 1903 at age 35. From that time
on his avocation as a hunter-naturalist would become his public-service vocation in a life
dedicated to preserving North American game animals. [1]

It was in Mexico that Sheldon's particular interest in the mountain sheep of North America
first took hold. Learning that Dr. Edward W. Nelson of the U.S. Biological Survey
(forerunner of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service) had done biological studies in Mexico,
Sheldon contacted him in 1904. Sheldon's association with Doctor Nelson and his equally
distinguished colleague Dr. C. Hart Merriam became a moving force in Sheldon's life. He
decided to devote his natural history interests to furthering the work of the Biological Survey,
especially as it related to the preservation of game animals and their habitats. Nelson and
Merriam became his mentors in the mammology and specimen-collection work that
eventually brought him to the Denali region in 1906 to study the white Dali sheep of the
North. [2]

From all accounts and from original documents that trace his altruistic career Charles Sheldon
emerges as a loyal, dependable, and friendly man. In his scientific work his search for facts
was indefatigable. As a seasoned man of affairs he was astute in the ways of politics and
could spot a rascal at a distance. He did not suffer fools, but friends he never forgot—no
matter their station in life. He was indeed of the Eastern elite, but he was no elitist, as his
enduring friendships with and favors from and to Alaskan friends demonstrate.

Physically Sheldon was a sturdy 5 feet 10 inches tall, weighing a hard 170 pounds. He was
inured to hardship as the price of the wilderness adventures he savored and followed to the
day of his death in 1928 at age 60. Harry Karstens and others of his Alaskan associates
admired Sheldon as a fellow woodsman, a man to be trusted on any trail no matter how long
and tough it might be. This was a compliment bestowed rarely on people from the Outside.

Teddy Roosevelt, the archetype of the strenuous life in the turn-of-the-century era when
Sheldon rose to prominence, had this to say about his fellow hunter-naturalist in a review of
Sheldon's book The Wilderness of the Upper Yukon (1911):

Mr. Sheldon is not only a first-class hunter and naturalist but passionately
devoted to all that is beautiful in nature, and he has the literary taste and ability
to etch his landscapes into his narratives, so they give to the reader something of
the feeling that he must have had when he saw them—and that this is no mean
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feat is evident to everyone who realizes how uncommonly dreary most writing
about landscape is, for the average writer either treats the matter with utter
bareness, or, what is worse, indulges at much length in "fine writing" of the
abhorrently florid and prolix type.

Mr. Sheldon hunted in the tremendous Northern wilderness of snow-field and
torrent, of scalped mountain and frowning pine forest; and in all the world there
is no scenery grander in its lonely desolation than that which he portrays. He is
no holiday hunter. Like Stewart Edward White, he is as skillful and self-reliant a
woodsman and a mountaineer as an old-time trapper, and he always hunts alone.
The chase of the Northern mountain sheep, followed in such manner, means a
test of every real hunter's quality—marksmanship, hardihood and endurance,
nerve and skill as a cragsman, keen eyesight, and high ability as still hunter and
stalker. Mr. Sheldon possesses them all. Leaving camp by himself, with a couple
of crackers and a piece of chocolate and perhaps a little tea in his pocket, he
would climb the mountains until at last he saw his game, and then might have to
spend twenty-four hours in the approach, sleeping out over-night and not
returning to camp until late the following evening, when he would stagger
downhill through the long sub-arctic dusk with the head, hide, and some of the
meat of his game on his back. . . .

But the most important part of Mr. Sheldon's book is that which relates not to
hunting but to natural history. No professional biologist has worked out the
problems connected with these Northern mountain sheep as he has done. He
shows that they are of one species; a showing that would have been most
unexpected a few years ago, for at one extreme this species becomes the black
so-called Stone's sheep, and at the other the pure white, so-called Dali's sheep.
Yet as Mr. Sheldon shows in his maps, his description, and his figures, the two
kinds grade into one another without a break, the form midway between having
already been described as Fannin's sheep. The working out of this fact is a matter
of note. But still more notable is his description of the life history of the sheep
from the standpoint of its relations with its foes—the wolf, lynx, wolverine, and
war eagle. [3]

Sheldon was not only a hunter-naturalist and gifted writer, he was also a man of broad
philosophical perspective. The preservation of wild places and the wildlife inhabiting them, to
which he devoted the specific actions of his public life, had a much broader objective. He
believed that "the continued vigor and moral strength of the American people," would, in a
closing America, be maintained only if the Nation's "forests, mountains, waterways, parks,
roadways, and other open spaces" continued to provide opportunities for both energetic and
contemplative outdoor recreation. Every generation of Americans, he asserted, must have
these opportunities. They were part of the character-forming American heritage. It was
incumbent on the federal government, through the various agencies that manage such
landscapes, to aggressively provide for the health and welfare of the people through a
national recreation policy that would foster and coordinate this critical public service,
ramifying its benefits through all jurisdictions from federal to state to local. The particular
points of this policy, as he sketched it about 1920, included a comprehensive recreation plan
encompassing the great national parks and forests and wildlife preserves, as well as smaller
regional and near-urban spaces for easy access for all; educational programs to guide the
conservation of these open spaces; and the exclusion of economic development in the
National Parks. [4]

In taking this stance, Sheldon joined the national debate then raging in American
conservation policy. He was too practical a man and too politically attuned to espouse an
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extreme preservation position. At the same time, he differed from the prevalent utilitarian
notion that all natural resources should be developed for economic ends. He believed that
chosen landscapes should be maintained in pristine condition as reminders and places of
generational reliving of the frontier experience that had driven America's history. His was a
balanced concept that paired the Progressive conservation movement, organized around the
"wise-use" ideas of Gifford Pinchot, with the older ideas of George Perkins Marsh and John
Muir, which asserted man's obligations to the natural environment and the intangible benefits
to be derived from Nature's unaltered works. In such balance would be found both the
Nation's economic health and its spiritual salvation. [5]

Teddy Roosevelt's description of Charles Sheldon's field work on the Upper Yukon suffices
for understanding his mode of operation at Denali. During his first visit in the summer of
1906, he and Harry Karstens, along with packer Jack Haydon of Dawson, traveled almost
continuously with packhorses, living largely off the game that they hunted. Their rudimentary
equipage and provisions allowed them to set up and fold camp with minimum effort.
Typically, when a campsite was chosen after a day of travel, Sheldon took off alone while
the men performed camp duties. He hiked over the ridges and into the lower elevations of the
mountains noting everything he saw—game trails and other signs, and the animals
themselves. He killed as necessary for meat. They entered the Denali piedmont and valley
via Eureka ("about twenty tents and a few cabins"). At the head of Moose Creek they reached
the crest of the outer hills overlooking lower Muldrow Glacier and McKinley River. Here ". .
. Denali and the Alaska Range suddenly burst into view ahead, apparently very near."

I can never forget my sensations at the sight. No description could convey any
suggestion of it. I have seen the mountain panoramas of the Alaska coast and the
Yukon Territory. In the opinion of many able judges the St. Elias range is one of
the most glorious masses of mountain scenery in the world. I had viewed St.
Elias and the adjacent mountains the previous year, but compared with the view
now before my eyes they seemed almost insignificant.

Three miles below lay the glacial bar of the Muldrow Branch of the McKinley
Fork, fringed on both sides by narrow lines of timber, its swift torrents rushing
through many channels. Beyond, along the north side of the main Alaska Range,
is a belt of bare rolling hills ten or twelve miles wide, forming a vast piedmont
plateau dotted with exquisite little lakes. The foothill mountains, 6,000 or 7,000
feet in altitude and now free from snow, extend in a series of five or six ranges
parallel to the main snow-covered range on the south. Carved by glaciers, eroded
by the elements, furrowed by canyons and ravines, hollowed by cirques, and rich
in contrasting colors, they form an appropriate foreground to the main range.

Denali—a majestic dome which from some points of view seems to present an
unbroken skyline—rises to an altitude of 20,300 feet, with a mantle of snow and
ice reaching down for 14,000 feet. Towering above all others, in its stupendous
immensity it dominates the picture. Nearby on the west stands Mount Foraker,
more than 17,000 feet in altitude, flanked on both sides by peaks of 10,000 to
13,000 feet that extend in a ragged snowy line as far as the eye can see. [6]

Sheldon began his survey for sheep at the foot of the Peters Glacier moraine. Several days
there produced no results, so the party got ready to move northeasterly along the piedmont,
paralleling the range. The mountain loomed directly above the Peters Glacier camp, and
Sheldon could not resist it. He had found old camps left by Judge Wickersham and Doctor
Cook, so he must try at least the lower reaches of the mountain. On July 27 he climbed up
the spur that curved around the east side of the glacier, then zigzagged upwards through soft
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snow to a point several thousand feet above the plain where the walls became vertical:

. . . As the clouds lifted, leaving the vast snow-mantled mountain clear, I seated
myself and gazed for more than an hour on the sublime panorama. There was not
a breath of wind, and no sound except the faint murmur of the creek far below,
and the cannonading and crashing roar of avalanches thundering down the
mountain walls.

Great masses of ice kept constantly breaking away from far up near the summit.
Starting slowly at first, they increased in momentum and size, accumulating large
bodies of snow and ice, some of which during the rapidity of the descent were
ground into swirling clouds resembling the spray of cataracts. When the sliding
material pitched off the glacier cap and struck the bare walls below, enormous
fragments of rock were dislodged and carried along with the mass, which finally
fell on the dumping ground of the moraine. Then, before the clouds of snow had
disappeared from the path of the avalanche, the rumbling of the echoes died
away and silence was again supreme. During the four hours that I was there,
nineteen avalanches fell—some of them of enormous proportions. Eleven were
near by and visible throughout their descent.

Behind me reared the tremendous glacier cap in all its immensity. To my left
Peters Glacier filled the deep valley between the north face of the mountain and
a high adjoining range; to my right was the northeast ridge of Denali; and, as far
as I could see, on both sides of me were the spired crestlines of the outside
ranges.

Directly below us was the newly formed moraine of Peters Glacier, the glacier
itself appearing like a huge white reptile winding along the west side. Not yet
smoothed by the elements, this moraine was one confused mass of drumlins,
kettle holes, eskers and kames. Many miniature lakes glistened in the
depressions; patches of green grass and dwarf willows along the water courses,
with flowers and lichens, added a wealth of color to its desolate surface. Along
the base of the mountain was the dumping ground of the avalanches—a wild
disorder of debris.

Through bisected ranges of mountains I could see the rolling piedmont plateau,
filled with hundreds of bright lakes, and still beyond could look over the vast
wilderness of low relief all clothed in timber, until the vision was lost in the
wavy outlines of rolling country merging into the horizon. Far to the northwest
Lake Minchumina, reflecting the sun, fairly shone out of the dark timber-clad
area surrounding it.

Alone in an unknown wilderness hundreds of miles from civilization and high on
one of the world's most imposing mountains, I was deeply moved by the
stupendous mass of the great upheaval, the vast extent of the wild areas below,
the chaos of the unfinished surfaces still in process of moulding, and by the crash
and roar of the mighty avalanches.

The sun was low; a dark shadowy mantle was cast over the wild desolate areas
below; the skyline of the great mountain burned with a golden glow; distant
snowy peaks glistened white above sombre-colored slopes not touched by the
light of the sun, which still bathed the wide forested region of the north. A huge
avalanche ploughed the mountainside not a hundred and fifty yards to my left,
while clouds of snow swept about me.
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Awakening to a realization that I had been and was still in a path of danger, I
slowly made the descent. [7]

Frustrated by the lack of sheep, Sheldon and his men packed up and moved on, keeping close
to the range. The ridges near the lower Muldrow were also barren of sheep. So they kept on
toward the Toklat River headwaters. The plateau reminded Sheldon of "a well-stocked cattle
ranch in the West, except that here cattle were replaced by caribou." [8]

A painful carbuncle on Sheldon's ankle forced a 3-day halt, even with Karstens' pocket knife
field surgery. Sheldon accepted this delay with equanimity, for the weather was perfect, and
the layover gave him a chance to enjoy the smaller creatures:

The abundant ground squirrels amused us, marmots whistled on the moraine,
Canada jays flew about, the tree sparrows and intermediate sparrows sang
continually, and waxwings and northern shrikes were particularly plentiful.
White-tailed ptarmigan with broods of chicks were near; the wing-beats of
ravens passing overhead hissed through the air; Arctic terns flew gracefully over
the meadows; and the golden eagles soared above the ridges. Old bear diggings
were everywhere, but no large animal was seen except a big bull caribou which
Haydon saw on the moraine. Our numerous traps failed to capture any mice, nor
did we see any sign of these small mammals, always so interesting to the faunal
naturalist. [9]

Finally, on August 5, with walking staff in hand, Sheldon and the others made their move for
the Toklat headwaters. A nearby sheep trail and a white object in the distance cheered
Sheldon, despite the pain of his affliction:

Sheep at last! I thought. But the field glasses revealed a grizzly bear walking
along smelling the ground for squirrels or pawing a moment for a mouse. Under
the bright sun its body color appeared to be pure white, its legs brown. It seemed
utterly indifferent to the eagle, which again and again darted at it. Continuing, it
often broke into a short run, pausing at times and throwing up its head to sniff
the air—always searching for food. [10]

At last, at camp that night, Sheldon "looked toward the top of a mountain directly ahead and
on a grassy space just below the summit saw twelve sheep, which the glasses showed to be
ewes and lambs. This was my first sight of sheep in the Alaska Range; how elated I felt."
[11]

Finding timber at the main forks of the Toklat, under the rise of Divide Mountain, the
expedition set up its main camp. For 10 days Sheldon roamed the nearby crags finding sheep
in numbers "more abundant than I had ever imagined." Groups of 60 or 70 ewes and lambs
were not unusual. But even here, Sheldon's objects—to study the life history of these sheep
and to collect representative specimens—could not be fulfilled, for not a ram did he find on
the Toklat

On August 16, with Sheldon's time running short for return to the Yukon and steamboat
passage out, Sheldon and Haydon packed one horse and rode east toward the mountains of
the Teklanika drainage. On that day of transit, with sheep on every mountain, Sheldon
estimated that he saw at least 800 sheep, more likely 1,000. Excepting a band of young rams
on the Toklat-Teklanika divide, they were all ewes and lambs. Disgusted, Sheldon sent
Haydon back with the horses and, alone, made camp near Sable Pass.

Next day, on the north end of Cathedral Mountain, which he named as he scanned it,
Sheldon saw a group of sheep high up. Getting closer and using the glasses, he saw that they
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were rams. Closer yet he could distinguish their big horns—these were old rams, nine of
them with "strikingly big horns." Despite the day's long hike Sheldon instantly began the
stalk, crawling across the flats visible to the sheep, crossing swollen glacial streams, and
finally getting into the cover of the mountain flanks where he could climb rapidly. A squall
of wind and rain heightened his sense of wild excitement in the magnificent mountain
panorama. Low clouds made the crestlines seem suspended over a broken horizon.

The final hour and a half of the stalk required all of his patience, skill, and strategy—inching
along when in view, moving only when the rams had their heads down feeding or were
turned away, absolutely silent during his progress on knees and elbows over rough, loose
rock. Finally he reached the brink of the canyon beyond which the rams were feeding. The
rain had become a drizzle, but the strong wind still favored him:

Finding a slight depression at the edge I crept into it and lay on my back. Then
slowly revolving to a position with my feet forward, I waited a few moments to
steady my nerves. My two-hundred-yard sight had been pushed up, and
watching my opportunity, I slowly rose to a sitting position, elbows on knees.
Not a ram had seen or suspected me. I carefully aimed at a ram standing
broadside near the edge of the canyon, realizing that the success of my long
arduous trip would be determined the next moment. I pulled the trigger and as
the shot echoed from the rocky walls, the ram fell and tried to rise, but could not.
His back was broken. The others sprang into alert attitudes and looked in all
directions. I fired at another standing on the brink, apparently looking directly at
me. At the shot, he fell and rolled into the canyon. Then a ram with big massive
wrinkled horns dashed out from the band and, heading in my direction, ran down
into the canyon. The others immediately followed, but one paused at the brink
and, as I fired, dropped and rolled below. Another turned and was running
upward as I fired and missed him.

For a moment, after I had put a fresh clip of cartridges in the rifle and pushed
down the sight, all was silence. I remained motionless. Then came a slight sound
of falling rocks and the big ram appeared, rushing directly toward me—coming
so fast that he crossed the slope to the brink of the canyon before I could get a
bead on him. He dashed down the steep opposite side and came running up only
twenty feet away, when I fired. He kept on, but fell at the edge of the canyon
behind me. Two other big rams were following, but when I fired at him, they
separated. One ran up the canyon and as he paused a moment, I killed him in his
tracks. The other had gone below but at the sound of the shot, started back.
When he reached the top I fired and he rolled down near the bottom. A smaller
one ran up the slope near by, but I paid no attention to him.

Then another appeared on the edge of the canyon, where the first two had been
shot. He had returned from the bottom of the canyon and seemed confused as to
which way to run. Since his horns were large, I pushed up the two-hundred-yard
sight, and brought him down. Another then came running out of the canyon
directly toward me, and turned up the slope. As his horns were not very large, I
let him go. The remaining three rams must have ascended through the bottom of
the canyon for they were not seen again.

Seven fine rams had been killed with eight shots—and by one who is an
indifferent marksman! My trip had quickly turned from disappointment to
success. [12]

After dispatching the wounded animals Sheldon descended the mountain in darkness and
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reached camp about midnight. He made soup and tea and sat by the fire to dry his clothes—
wet since the morning's first stream ford. Then he worked on his journal notes to record "the
success of that memorable day." Now followed several days of intensive labor by Sheldon,
still alone: butchering the sheep and hauling meat, skins, and skulls down the mountain;
treating skins and skulls for specimen preservation; noting stomach contents, physical
condition, and measurements. On the third night after the hunt, Karstens appeared with the
horses, and next day the lot was hauled to the main camp. Sheldon's main work of the
summer was done. He had tracked the Dall sheep in their Denali haunts and gathered
specimens that could be analyzed by scientists and mounted for display in the American
Museum of Natural History.

A flight of cranes winging south brought mixed emotions. Their urgency sparked his own not
to miss the last steamboat before freezeup. At the same time, he knew that he had just begun
to understand the Dall sheep and the larger world of the Denali region. Karstens had become
a real companion—not only was he a master of all practical matters of camp life and travel
in the wilderness, but also "brimful of good nature" and agreeably interested and helpful in
the work that Sheldon was doing. [13] It would be hard to leave this life of freedom in a
place that so fully requited Sheldon's spiritual, intellectual, and physical ideals.

But he would come back. The weeks of frustrating search for the big rams had become a
symbol of all he did not know.

I realized that the life history [of the white sheep] could not be learned without a
much longer stay among them and determined to return and devote a year to
their study. With this in view I planned to revisit the region, build a substantial
cabin just below my old camp on the Toklat, and remain there through the
winter, summer, and early fall. [14]

The return trip through the nearly deserted camps of the Kantishna and down that river and
the Tanana got him back to the Yukon in time. The Dawson-bound steamer Lavelle Young.
crowded to bursting in that last-chance-out season, picked him up at Tanana Station, a cluster
of saloons, gambling houses, and trading company warehouses, with an Indian village on one
end and the Army's Fort Gibbon on the other. From Dawson another steamboat took him to
Whitehorse, where he boarded the White Pass train to Skagway, whence he departed by
ocean steamer on October 22.

Sheldon's year in residence in the lee of Denali, from about August 1, 1907, to June 11, 1908,
[15] allowed systematic, season-by-season observation of the wildlife whose mysteries he
had started to plumb the previous summer. From the home cabin that he and Karstens built at
timberline on Toklat River, Sheldon ventured forth in good weather and bad. On long trips,
say to the Teklanika Mountains, he and Karstens would set up camp and Sheldon, alone or
sometimes with Karstens as hiking companion, would tramp the country noting the
distribution and movements of the animals. He aimed to get a definitive picture of the life
history of Dall sheep. During that pursuit he also gathered facts on other species, with a
particular interest in the ever-shifting caribou, whose abundance in a given place one day and
total absence the next intrigued him. In time he began to discern patterns that linked their
seemingly random movements. He noted, too, the predictability of the sheep, whose pastures,
changing with the seasons, largely defined his own rounds. Birds, bears, moose, foxes, and
the multitudes of small creatures, including many species of field mice and voles, caught his
attention, and their habits were noted as he tracked the sheep. The rutting behavior of caribou
and sheep he described. Predation and flight, the antics of animals at play—all these he
recorded.
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For a man like Sheldon each season was another act in Nature's drama, each valley or ridge a
setting, each event a scene. Winter landscapes, appearing to casual observation dim and
lifeless, spoke strongly to Sheldon of life, of infinite adaptations by the many creatures that
survived and found sustenance there despite deep cold and darkness only faintly relieved by a
horizon-hovering sun. And then, of course, came spring: light, renewal, return of migrant
birds, flowing waters, greening of plants, and then the short summer's surge to start the new
generations.

The Wilderness of Denali—essentially Sheldon's field
notes edited by Nelson and Merriam after his death [16]—
captures the endless fascination of this naturalist's Shangri
La. In short, Sheldon fell in love with this country. The
rush to accomplish too much that previous summer was
replaced by a deliberate and contemplative energy. During
this year he had time for people, and he became fast
friends with Joe and Fanny Quigley. He got to know Tom
Lloyd and his partners—Karstens' old comrades, the future
Sourdough climbers—sharing with them his understanding
of the mountain's topography. He met some market
hunters, men he understood, but whose work worried him.

As Sheldon roamed the Denali wilderness another purpose
—beyond the life history of the sheep—began to take
form. He later confided to Madison Grant, fellow Boone
and Crockett Club member and historian of the Mount
McKinley Park movement, that it was the club's interest in establishing game refuges,
particularly in Alaska, ". . . which inspired in him the thought of preserving this area after
personally studying the situation in that land." [17]

As long-term chairman of the club's Game Conservation Committee, Sheldon would help
lead the club's evolution from the original ideal of a comradeship of riflemen and hunters
toward a far-reaching ethic of conservation. This transformation matched the Nation's
evolution from frontier to almost old-world conditions. [18] In Alaska, even then the Nation's
last frontier, the Boone and Crockett Club, under Sheldon's leadership, would focus its new
concerns on the establishment of a park-refuge that would preserve Denali's wildlife.

Except for the nascent idea, the park movement was still in the future when Karstens and
Sheldon shared camp together. They did talk about market hunting: its potential impact as the
surrounding country developed, and the waste entailed by the hunters feeding their dogs half
or more of the meat taken before it could be delivered to the mining camps or Fairbanks.

As they roamed the country the idea of a park-refuge found embodiment in the landscapes
occupied by the wandering animals. In a letter written on July 25, 1918, Karstens recalled his
work with Sheldon beginning in 1906:

He was continually talking of the beauties of the country and of the variety of the
game and wouldn't it make an ideal park and game preserve. . . . He came in the
following July hunting for the Biological Survey and stayed a year, during that
time . . . we had located the limits of the caribou run. We would talk over the
possible boundaries of a park and preserve which we laid out practically the
same as the present park boundaries. [19]
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CHAPTER 6:
CONDITIONS IN ALASKA IN THE WORLD WAR I
AND POSTWAR PERIODS

The new park made its debut in an Alaska that still considered itself an abused colony. From
the northerners' viewpoint the limited powers of their territorial government put them at the
mercy of competing bureaucracies in far-off Washington, D.C. The bureaucrats' conflicting
controls stifled Alaska's development. Isolated by distance and high-latitude climate from the
usual amenities and choices of economic pursuit, Alaskans depended almost exclusively on
the raw products of land and sea: minerals, timber, fish, furs, and game. From these products
they derived both sustenance and the cash income for imported necessities that their limited
frontier economy could not produce. Yet these were the very resources, along with the land
itself, controlled by the distant bureaucrats.

In an address before the Annual Meeting of the American Mining Congress in 1921, Falcon
Joslin of Katalla, Alaska, described the lack of progress and the loss of population in Alaska.
He attributed the decline in commerce and the ghost-town atmosphere of such cities as
Fairbanks to misgovernment and the mismanagement of Alaska's resources. Critical was the
lack of efficient access to freeholds on the federally owned landbase. Alaska's pioneers had to
depend on leaseholds or permit titles, which could be and often enough were taken away by
the agents of government. Under this uncertain regime the true pioneer lost hope, leaving the
land to the rapacious. Thus did the federal government's misguided conservation policies lead
to perverse result: the true conservator, the freeholder, gave way to the freebooter who cared
only for quick fortune at whatever cost to the land and the animals he destroyed. The weak
territorial legislature, excluded entirely from such crucial concerns as land and fish-and-game
laws, could only plea and pass protest enactments against the veto powers vested in
Washington. As Joslin saw it, on a foundation of laws and regulations born of hearsay and
inaccurate reports from visiting firemen, the Washington bureaucrats fought amongst
themselves to retain powers and jurisdictions. The shadow commissions and bureaus
established by the territorial governor and legislature lacked authority to rectify and
coordinate administration.

Joslin concluded his essay on Alaska's governance with these words: "Naturally, this form of
government is sufficient to devastate a province. It is certainly returning the Territory to the
bears." [1]

Joslin's remedy for this sad state of affairs was home rule. People involved and
knowledgeable in Alaskan conditions and affairs could solve the problems of transportation,
revive sagging industries, open new ones, and coordinate administration of land and
resources. True representation by accountable agents of government would attract solid
citizens and open Alaska to development and progress commensurate with its vast resources.
[2]

Joslin's analysis and prescriptions were not without merit. And they certainly reflected the
sentiments of most Alaskans. More than 30 years later Territorial Governor Ernest Gruening
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would say essentially the same things in his book, The State of Alaska (1954), whose title
reflected an objective still 5 years from attainment.

But in the World War I and postwar periods Alaska was far from statehood. Its remoteness,
its small population, and the fluctuating prices of extracted products—often more
economically available elsewhere—held Alaska down. (Excepting such bonanzas as the
Prudhoe Bay oil discovery, these factors still moderate Alaska's economy.) In addition,
outside monied interests—the syndicates and trusts that controlled much of Alaska's
extractive and transportation industry—found comfort and profit in playing off competing
Congressional committees and government bureaus in Washington; they minded not at all a
weak territorial government that lacked power and means to regulate their activities.
Similarly, home-grown Alaskan boomers wanted the benefits of government assistance but
not the controls that went with it.

Beginning in 1913 the Wilson Administration had spoken strongly to Alaska's concerns. The
President himself urged a comprehensive development policy for Alaska. He wanted
complete coastal surveys and charting to reduce ship losses on Alaska's long and dangerous
coastline; such action would help reduce shipping rates, which had been inflated by
exorbitant marine insurance. In support of this initiative Wilson's Secretary of Commerce
remarked on the "peculiar habits of surveying up there . . . [whereby] we have found many
rocks by running merchant ships upon them . . . ." [3]

In 1914 a friend of Alaska, Interior Secretary Franklin K. Lane, had analyzed the governance
of the territory in words that foreshadowed Joslin's later remarks. Lane proposed
consolidation of federal functions in Alaska under a development board that would streamline
administration and give Alaskans a single governmental authority for conducting business.
[4]

Pieces of the Wilson Administration program did get enacted: coal lands opened to limited
entry; school lands made available; chartering of an Agricultural College and School of
Mines (later the University of Alaska); and authorization and appropriation of $35 million for
construction and operation of the Alaska Railroad, which would open coal and community
development along the railbelt into the Interior. [5]

But then the war came. Federal energies and attention, both in the executive departments and
in Congress, turned from Alaska to the national emergency. Alaska's population, depleted by
the war effort, would decline from 64,000 in 1910 to 55,000 in 1920, including a significant
reduction of one-third of the non-Native population. In 1920 Alaska had fewer people by 12
percent than in 1900; during the same decades the national population had grown by 38
percent. Except for a wartime surge of copper mining, Alaska's economy grew shakier,
dependent largely on Outside money for its major export industries: fisheries and mining. At
war's end depression and stagnation gripped the territory: lack of development, lack of jobs,
lack of people. [6]

In the 1920s the U.S. Congress pursued conservation measures to protect Alaska's fish and
wildlife. But continuing stagnation led to closure of many federal facilities, including mining
and agricultural experiment stations and military installations (including Fort Gibbon at
Tanana). Not until the Depression Era and its New Deal programs under President Franklin
D. Roosevelt would Alaska feel fresh infusions from the Federal Government. [7]
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Tanana and Fort Gibbon, at the junction of the Tanana and Yukon rivers, in 1919.
Stephen Foster Collection, UAF

Fortunately for their health and survival, specific people in specific places resist the logic of
trends and general conditions. Bottomless energy and optimism distinguished the pioneers of
isolated Alaska. Those who penetrated the remote Denali region possessed surpluses of both.
Despite a subsistence lifestyle focused on mining and trapping, sustained by hunting and
gardening, these hardy folks maintained the vision of a bountiful future. They continued their
clamor for transportation relief. Access to the mineral wealth of the region—coal, gold, and
other metals—would spur development, bringing progress and new communities. As water
brought the rose's bloom to the desert, so would roads, trails, and rails bring "industrial
advancement" to this new land. [8]

Books, petitions, tracts, and screeds of all sorts carried this theme across the country to the
halls of Congress. The history of the new park and its surrounding region would largely be
determined by development of a federally funded transportation system comprising the
railroad and the roads and trails it spawned.

By the summer of 1922, when the first tourists came to Mount McKinley National Park, the
railroad from Seward to Fairbanks lacked only one link, the bridge across the Tanana River at
Nenana. A ferry in summer and rails over river ice in winter made temporary connection
pending the bridge's completion in early 1923. It was now possible to make the Horseshoe
Tour of Interior Alaska from the port city of Seward to the park and on to Fairbanks by rail;
then by automobile on the Military Highway from Fairbanks to the ports of Valdez or
Cordova. [9]
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Early automobile ferry, probably the Big Delta Ferry crossing the Tanana River.
Fanny Quigley Collection, UAF.

Sternwheeler pushing a barge at Nenana, 1918. Stephen Foster Collection, UAF.

With variations as the road net proliferated and connected with the coastal city of Anchorage,
this tour system based on the arterial railroad would last for 50 years. With few exceptions
throughout that period people arrived at the park by railroad. There they would be met by the
park's concessioner and conveyed into the park. Not until the summer of 1972 would the new
state highway from Anchorage to Fairbanks allow automobile visitors to reach the park in
significant numbers. This controlled railroad and concessioner access—at peak numbering
only a few hundred visitors per day—would in turn control the park's planning, development,
and operations.

As feared by park managers and planners alike, beginning in the 1960s as plans for the state
highway matured, the rather cozy, old-style railroad park with its 1920s-30s facilities would
be vaulted headlong into the mass mobility of the late 20th Century. The stories of resultant
stresses and strains upon the old facilities, especially the pressures upon the designedly
primitive park road (completed in 1938); the frustrations of visitors and park people alike;
and the tug-of-war between resource (especially wildlife) protection and catch-up
development schemes (both within the park and on its borders) properly belong in later
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chapters. But because the railroad-park syndrome and the radical changes wrought by the
state highway have had such structuring effect upon the park's history—from the beginning
to today—this foreshadowing provides a course setting for much that follows.
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CHAPTER 7:
THE PIONEER PARK

Recall that Congress had rested on its laurels after enactment of the park legislation in 1917.
For more than 4 years McKinley was a park in name only—unfunded, unmanned,
unprotected. Finally—after many petitions from conservationists, the Governor of Alaska,
and Interior Department and NPS officials—Congress appropriated $8,000 for the fiscal year
beginning July 1, 1921. Increased market hunting and poaching, paired with the threat posed
by the approaching railroad, had jolted Congress to take the first step in carrying out its own
statutory mandate: to preserve the park as a game refuge.

By then the name of Henry P. Karstens headed the list of those being considered for the job
of park superintendent. Karstens had broached the subject in a 1918 letter to NPS Assistant
Director Horace Albright. This was the letter, solicited by Albright, that established Charles
Sheldon as the originator of the Mount McKinley National Park idea. In describing Sheldon's
concept of a park that would protect Denali's game, Karstens stated: "One thing which brings
it home to me is, Sheldon promised to assist me to get the Wardenship if it went through."
[1]

In this same letter Karstens expressed irritation
with Alaska Governor Thomas Riggs, who " . . .
tried to tell me that he was the man that proposed
the park." Not only did Riggs disbelieve Karstens
as to Sheldon's role, he also tried to talk the
Sourdough out of applying for the superintendent
job. Karstens continued:

I was thinking it over for a day or so when I
found out that Mr. Raybourn [W.B.
Reaburn], one of Riggs' men [on the Alaska-
Canadian Boundary Survey] had made a
special trip out to Washington to put in his
application. Raybourn is a fine man & if I
cannot have the position I hope he gets it.

Almost 3 years later Governor Riggs still favored
Reaburn for the job. At the request of NPS
Director Stephen T. Mather, Riggs evaluated
candidates for the superintendency, dismissing all
but Reaburn and Karstens from consideration. His
profile of Karstens was prophetic:

Harry Karstens is an excellent man and
perhaps deserves consideration for the fact
that he made possible the ascent of Mt.
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Henry P. (Harry) Karstens, first park
superintendent, 1921-1928. Charles Sheldon
Collection, UAF.

McKinley for the Stuck party. He is a good
woodsman and thoroughly energetic. If it
were not for Reaburn I should give serious
consideration to Karstens. He is not,
however, any where near the equal of
Reaburn, as he is very independent and
would be apt to tangle up with the authorities
the first time there should come a little
disagreement. In the appointment of Reaburn
I know that you would make no mistake,
whereas if Karstens should be appointed
there might at times be friction not only with your office but with visitors to the
park. I know that Charlie Sheldon will go to the mat for Karstens and if I were in
Sheldon's place I would do the same thing. [2]

Mather noted with concern the governor's fears that the feisty Karstens would cause problems
for the park and the Service. But Charles Sheldon's previous sponsorship of Karstens had
already elicited Mather's all but unbreakable commitment to the Founding Father that "There
is no question in my mind about Karstens being the man for the place . . . ." [3]

Governor Riggs certainly suspected that such a commitment was already made, for Mather
had earlier told him of Sheldon's high recommendation of Karstens for the pioneer
superintendency. [4]

As Karstens' 7-1/2-year administration of the park progressed, Mather would have ample
reason for rueful pondering of Riggs' warning. Karstens' superintendency would fall into two
arenas: 1) the true pioneering of a wild and undeveloped park—in which he excelled, and 2)
the bureaucratic and public-official aspect—in which Karstens' direct-action approach often
produced conflict at the park and distress among his Washington Office mentors who were
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trying to coach him along the path of prudence.

In the early years, with the focus on dog-team patrols and the hewing and laying of logs for
park buildings, Karstens' rough-and-ready manner fit the park's needs like a glove. Later,
when the finesse skills of interagency cooperation, resolution of disputes with park neighbors,
and fiscal and personnel management became the paramount needs, Karstens—despite his
own earnest efforts and the sympathetic counseling of Assistant Director Arno B. Cammerer
—could only partially make the transition.

Nor were Karstens' troubles entirely of his own making. There were some hard cases out
there, people who practiced calculated provocation to bring out the old Sourdough in him.
After an explosion, they would write letters to Juneau and Washington officials
misconstruing events and exaggerating Karstens' responses to them.

In sum, Karstens would be a pioneering hero part of the time and a man who outlasted his
greatest usefulness part of the time. But he did well the two most important tasks of his
charge: he all but stopped the poaching that was eroding the park's vulnerable wildlife, and he
completed, largely with his own hands, the park's first-stage development that made it an
operating unit of the National Park System. On balance, his strengths as pioneer
superintendent outweighed his flaws as prudent bureaucrat.
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CHAPTER 8:
CONSOLIDATION OF THE PREWAR PARK AND
POSTWAR VISIONS OF ITS FUTURE

The 35 years between 1928 and 1963 traced a shift from meeting McKinley Park's functional
necessities to defining the ideals that should shape its future.

Harry Liek, Karstens' hand-picked successor as superintendent, devoted most of his energy to
rounding out the early park's geography and completing its basic physical plant. During his
tenure the park was enlarged to include Wonder Lake and buffer lands to the northwest, and
the lands between the 149th Meridian and the Nenana River to the east. He oversaw
completion of the park road, immediately followed by the ARC's construction of the short
spur to Kantishna. The park hotel near McKinley Station was built and opened. Crews of the
Civilian Conservation Corps (CCCs) built the Wonder Lake Ranger Station—the park's
operational anchor at the far end of the road—along with headquarters and other
improvements.

Then came World War II. The park closed down its conventional operation and became an
Army recreation center. The Park Service presence, severely cut in funds and manpower, was
limited to critical maintenance and oversight of the Army occupation.

After the war—which gave Alaska a new transportation infrastructure—interest in Alaska
development and tourism surged. National and territorial commissions and boards, expanding
on Depression-era programs and studies, conceived Alaska as a giant reservoir of resources
to expand the Nation's war-induced industrial might. The territory—visited during the war by
a million soldiers, sailors, marines, and airmen, plus unnumbered civilian workers on bases
and roads—was now known throughout the land for its unparalleled recreational
opportunities: hunting, fishing, and the wild beauty of the Last Frontier.

And this was a different nation from the depression-ridden one before the war: more
populous, richer, more powerful, and victorious. Workers, not just the elite, had money and
—after peacetime retooling of factories—the mobility of cars and paid vacations. After the
deprivations of the past 15 years, they were ready to roll. So Alaska beckoned for industrial
development, tourists, and pioneers.

The Park Service responded to these historical forces with development plans of its own,
focused on Mount McKinley National Park. The Korean Conflict slowed these plans, but
only for awhile.

The prospect of the park's direct connection with Alaska's expanding road system—now
connected to the rest of the North American road network—both scared and inspired the
park's stewards. That connection would break the pattern of limited and controlled access by
rail. Here was a park whose facilities could host only a few thousand visitors a year (the
highest prewar number had been 2,200 in 1939). What would happen when the lock of
isolation was broken? On the one hand, unless the park's physical plant were expanded (the
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hotel had less than 100 rooms; campsites were extremely limited) the park would frustrate the
expected deluge of visitors. On the other hand, that connection would make the park a
democratic institution, a place accessible to working people from both Alaska and the States.
Thus historical change brought both threat and opportunity to the Park Service in Alaska.

Responding to the drumbeat of development and tourism boomers—who were backed by
high-level studies and proclamations urging Alaska's integration into the Nation's industrial
and recreational systems—Park Service policy-makers and planners envisioned a
conventional Stateside park with a lodge at Wonder Lake, more campgrounds, and an
upgraded road to accommodate independent auto-borne visitors. The elite would continue to
be served tour-and-hotel style; the average family could drive in and camp as at Yellowstone.

The park road—narrow and winding—had been adequate for the low levels of commercially
conducted bus and touring-car traffic when visitors were fed into the park by the trains. But
it would have to be widened and straightened to handle large numbers of private-car visitors
whose eyes would wander in search of wildlife and scenery.

Pulling a touring car out of Savage River. The tourist camp is in the background.
Herbert Heller Collection, UAF.

Thus, an improved park road would become the transitional link between old times and new
tunes, between old park and new park.

This planning concept—given funding impetus by the Park Service's MISSION 66 program
(a nation-wide catch-up in visitor facilities to be completed by the Service's 50th anniversary)
—kicked off a lively debate about the park's future both in and out of the Service. Thoughtful
people in or closely associated with the Service saw the park's purpose as a wildlife refuge
endangered by such plans. Should these plans go forward, they feared the loss of the park's
chief charm for visitors: its wild, uncrowded naturalness, its regal animals near and viewable
from the low-speed, light-trafficked road because it was that kind of a road.

These arguments within were echoed and amplified by a growing conservation constituency
without By 1960 Alaska conservation organizations had become sophisticated and single-
minded about not repeating the land-ravage mistakes that marked the end of frontier Down
Below. Mount McKinley National Park became the line in the sand in this struggle. If
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Alaska's wilderness could not be protected at McKinley Park where would it be safe?
National organizations joined this fight, abetting the pressures on the Park Service to rethink
its planning concept.

In the end, the road-improvement project and its major accessory developments were
scuttled. The park ideal—the combination of wildlife and scenery envisioned by Charles
Sheldon—was reaffirmed. The interior of this park would remain a wildlife sanctuary where
people came truly as visitors—joining for awhile their mammalian cousins in wilderness
adventure.

In this way the early Sixties marked a turning point in the park's fate. The organizations and
the ideals perfected and affirmed at that time would continue to influence the Nation's
sentiments about Alaska's enduring values. This force of ideas would revive and largely
prevail during the struggle over the National Interest Lands a decade later.

Still superintendent of Yellowstone and assistant field director of the National Park Service
in late 1928, Horace Albright recommended his trusted ranger associate Harry Liek as the
man to replace Karstens at McKinley. In letters to Director Mather, Albright sketched Liek's
dependability and his skill as leader and administrator. Here was a man who could work both
sides of the boundary and get the park on a firm footing. [1]

Mather endorsed Liek and got Secretarial approval rapidly. Both Mather and Albright wanted
quick action because Alaska's delegate to Congress was pushing local men, including parties
to the disputes of the Karstens era. [2]

The park staff greeted Harry Liek's arrival with a sigh of relief. Internal and external strife
had frayed the bonds of the park community and relations with neighbors. Toward the end of
Karstens' administration, he and Chief Ranger Fritz Nyberg had become enemies. Salvage of
Nyberg's usefulness was high on Liek's list of priorities.

In April 1929 Liek sent his first personal report to now Director Albright. He recounted his
and Nyberg's trip into the park and their plans to improve existing patrol cabins and build
three more along the northwest boundary, as Nyberg had long recommended. Liek relayed
concerns about an earlier proposed park-hotel site at Copper Mountain, recommending
instead, with Nyberg, a site on Clearwater Creek nearer the mountain. He welcomed the
proposed visit of Chief Landscape Architect Tom Vint. Resolution of such planning problems
should get the jump on the park road (which would reach Copper Mountain in 1934) or the
road's progress would determine park development. Liek ended with an invitation to Albright
to visit the park at the same time as Vint. Albright replied that he couldn't make it, but he
agreed with the need for Vint's visit and said that he would assure it. [3]

During the winter of 1929-30, Nyberg—a tough Norwegian with his own Sourdough
credentials—became critical of the new superintendent. He charged nepotism rampant (Liek's
brother and nephew were working at the park), continued miserable conditions for patrol
rangers, and misallocation of rangers' time: too much construction work on headquarters and
patrol cabins instead of patrols to stop poachers. Continued minuscule appropriations had
caught Liek in the bind reflected by Nyberg's inconsistency over the need for, and opposition
to ranger construction of, patrol cabins and quarters.

In due course, after Albright had investigated these charges, Nyberg was considered disloyal
and suspended, eventually leaving his position. Albright reaffirmed his support for Liek,
urging him to get past this episode and carry on. [4]

By January 1931, Albright was frank in his disillusionment with Liek. Why was he spending
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so much time at headquarters, so little in the park. Could he not drop office detail and get on
with the important work? Nyberg had resigned, but Albright regretted that a man so suited to
the park had not been salvaged and retained. Albright struck to the heart of the matter with
these words to Liek:

I had hoped that you would not only do your work in Mt. McKinley Park in a
satisfactory way, in which way I am sure you are doing it, but I had hoped that
as an old associate of mine in Yellowstone you would do really conspicuous
work that would be enthusiastically talked about by people who come in contact
with you. As it is, I hear nothing particularly adverse to you just as I find no
particular interest in you or enthusiasm for you. Consequently, I have the
impression that while you are minding your own business, doing a fair job of
administration and protection, you are doing nothing outstanding and that you are
really spending a good deal of time at headquarters instead of moving about the
park studying its problems, particularly those of wild life, making plans for the
future, gathering data regarding the natural features of the park, etc.

Finally, the Director called for a personal response from Liek explaining "how you think you
are getting along," both in the park and in the territory, written in the same spirit "as you
would if you were still Assistant Chief Ranger at Yellowstone and I was Superintendent
there." He reiterated his continuing interest and affection, and his hope that Liek could do the
really big things expected of him. [5]

In another letter two weeks later, Albright referred to Nyberg's charge that rangers spent too
much time on construction, particularly around headquarters. The Director recognized Liek's
funding bind as the reason for such use of manpower. Nevertheless, discounting emergencies,
it was not NPS policy to put rangers on construction work:

You should arrange your work this coming season so that your rangers are used
in patrols all the time and you yourself should make all the patrols you can.
Mount McKinley National Park is not far enough along to need much in the way
of headquarters and aside from the clerk I see no reason why anyone should
spend much time at headquarters. I am expecting your men to be on the go right
along. If they don't make patrols we will have to assume that their living
conditions in the park, in the way of cabins, equipment, etc., were not adequate
to support and protect rangers while on patrol and that this was due to the fact
that the rangers had no opportunity to get their buildings and equipment in shape
for the winter. [6]

Under the gun of Albright's two letters, Harry Liek hastened to reply in early February 1931.
His letter covered Albrights criticisms point for point:

Construction of the headquarters complex was the main project when Liek arrived at
the park and he could not leave the buildings unfinished.

Funding shortages forced him to draft rangers for construction during a good part of
the summer so that the park would be prepared for winter, which would be an
emergency without new quarters.

The superintendent, lacking a construction foreman, as was standard in other parks,
could not leave project supervision to his clerk; and as disbursing agent for the park,
Liek had to be at headquarters periodically to sign checks and vouchers.

Despite these anchors he had tried to make at least one patrol every month to monitor
the park's condition, and in fact had been on patrol when Albright's letters arrived, thus
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the delay in answering them.

The rangers had been in the field since August 15 and had carried out cabin and
equipment repairs to facilitate winter patrols.

Both Nyberg and the park clerk had asserted themselves as the old timers who should
run the park and tell the new superintendent what to do. When the honeymoon was
over, Liek saw that this was not just advice but rather an attempt to usurp his authority
as superintendent. Upon refusing further dictates from his subordinates, they got sullen
and conspired with others to cause him grief. In this pattern Liek saw a replay of
Karstens' troubles.

Liek challenged uncritical evaluations of Nyberg's value to park and Service, asserting
that his brusque manner made many enemies.

Liek agreed that he had done nothing conspicuous to put the park on the Alaskan map.
He could make little headway with Alaska public opinion because "Alaska people do
not visit the park like the people in the states do." He concluded this subject with the
remark: "Right now it would be hard for a person to do anything conspicuous here
unless it was to climb Mt. McKinley."

Finally, Liek welcomed the Director's trip to the park, planned for summer 1931. Then
he could see first hand what the country and the park were like and would not have to
take somebody else's word for it. Meanwhile, Harry Liek would keep trying his best "to
make a really big job" out of his superintendency. [7]

These exchanges of correspondence between Albright and Liek graphically portrayed
McKinley Park's "rob Peter to pay Paul" problems. They also confirmed or set in train a
series of important events in the park's history: 1) Tom Vint's 1929 visit and planning concept
for the park; 2) Director Albright's 1931 visit; and 3) Liek's answer to Alaskan anonymity,
the 1932 double ascent of Mount McKinley.

Upon his accession to the directorship, Horace Albright opened communications with
Territorial Governor George Parks. His purpose was to reassure the governor that the NPS
took seriously its charge at McKinley Park, including its contribution to the territory's
economic progress. Issues important to the governor had been outlined in an earlier letter to
Director Mather, before illness forced him to resign.

In that letter the governor summarized his discussions in Juneau with Service landscape
architect Tom Vint and McKinley superintendent Harry Liek, who had just conducted a
planning reconnaissance in the park. They had agreed that the park could contribute little to
the territory's economy until provision of adequate hotels at Seward, McKinley Station,
within the park, and Fairbanks. The governor assumed that the park concessioner could
finance a hotel or lodge within the park. But the other three hotels would require Outside
money. Investors would have to believe in Alaska's future as a tourist Mecca, which
depended largely on the park's role as magnet for the pilgrims.

This chicken-and-egg conundrum repeated the usual pattern at McKinley: one could not do
the first thing until the second thing was already in place.

The governor also mentioned park-boundary proposals broached by Vint and Liek. He
rejected their idea of an easterly extension to the Nenana River. He stated that the strip
between the current boundary (at the 149th Meridian) and the river was too busy with the
railroad, landholdings, hunting and trapping, and mineral potential. Any attempt to take over
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this strip, even as a buffering game refuge, would enflame Alaskans against the government
and cause endless administrative annoyance. He insisted that the existing park was big
enough, and that development within existing boundaries should be the focus of NPS efforts.
[8]

Responding to the governor, Albright touched on the need for adequate ship service to Alaska
and the potentialities of a proposed international road through Canada. He was pessimistic
about assurances to hotel investors that the park could be rapidly developed. The Service got
only marginal appropriations for stateside parks already crowded with visitors. Remote
McKinley Park's uncertain future, especially given the extremely short summer season, would
make both Congress and business leery of investment. Albright added that he planned a visit
to the park and direct discussions with the governor before pursuing the boundary issue
further. [9] A month later, Albright wrote to the governor about McKinley Park boundary
discussions in the Secretary's Office, where agreement was reached that the boundary should
be extended eastward only as far as the railroad right-of-way. But no action would be taken
pending the promised discussions with the governor. [10]

The park's economic contributions to the territory would continue to be adduced as a
justification for its existence and further development. In an economic-benefits report in
1931, Harry Liek listed these benefits: tourist expenditures on the three main routes through
Alaska and the Yukon; replenishment of wild game and furbearers from the protected park to
surrounding areas; the park-road project as construction-materials purchaser and employer of
about 200 men each year; and upon the road's completion, its expected stimulation of mining
activity in the Kantishna district. [11] In 1935 the park attracted 665 railroad tourists who
bought tickets and overnighted at the railroad hotel at Curry, 20 miles north of Talkeetna;
they also bought lunch at the railroad's Healy lunch stop and made hotel and miscellaneous
expenditures at Fairbanks, Nenana, Anchorage, and Seward—totalling an estimated $60,000
for the year. [12]

Adventurous tourists sought out areas not reached by the road system. This pack train
visited Polychrome Pass in the 1920s. AMHA.
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A few rugged tourists took trips to McGonagall Pass or to the ice formations at
Muldrow Glacier. This photo of an Muldrow Glacier ice bridge was taken in 1931.
J.C. Reed Collection, USGS.

Throughout the Thirties, because Katmai and Glacier Bay National Monuments (established
in 1918 and 1925) were unmanned and rarely visited, there were no statistics from these
areas. Sitka National Monument (1910), with only an intermittent custodian, attracted both
local people and thousands of tourists from ships, but no expenditure figures were available.
[13]

Landscape architect Tom Vint's 1929 reconnaissance at McKinley Park responded primarily
to a substantive need: a professional overview to guide park planning and development. The
trip also functioned as an earnest to the governor and other Alaskans that the Service wanted
to develop the park for visitor use, which, as a side benefit, would bring dollars to Alaska.
With a planning concept at hand the Service stood a better chance of getting funds from
Congress. Moreover, lacking such a plan—designed around park principles—the park would
fall prey to exploitative development schemes hatched elsewhere.

As previously demonstrated, even in the early days such schemes abounded. And they would
continue to surface as the years rolled on. Funds incident to New Deal programs provided the
means to do some work in the park, but by then the park's master plan—a direct result of
Vint's and subsequent planning—helped screen and channel the projects. As World War II
wound down—with victory certain—a whole new generation of Alaska development studies
began to proliferate. In the main, through the immediate postwar period, such studies, plans,
and petitions treated McKinley Park principally as an economic asset whose yet latent value
to Territory and Nation would be measured by the degree of park development and the
number of tourists thus attracted. [14]

A postwar letter from Alaska Governor Ernest Gruening to the Interior Department's Office
of Territories expressed the frustration shared by many Alaskans over the lack of
development in the territory's parks and monuments. The trigger for this letter was a
notification from the department that "The National Park Service is taking an increasing
interest in tourist development of the Territory of Alaska; they have several people in the
field this year studying the area." Gruening exploded:

My own view is that we have been studied ad infinitum and that we know nearly
everything there is to know about recreational facilities in Alaska, including and
especially the fact that they continue year after year to be virtually non-existent.
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We also know that Park Service officials come year after year, survey, inspect,
study, look us over, etc., etc. They are fine people, know their business, and we
enjoy their company. But they are captains without a ship, officers in the Swiss
navy. Their trips, while enjoyed by both us and them, result in nothing but
pleasant memories for government officials—at public expense. What we need is
some appropriations for facilities. If the money spent on these trips were
accumulated we might in time have enough to build a small lodge in Glacier Bay
National Monument, or we might be able to build one-half mile of road in Mt.
McKinley Park from the long proposed, but non-existent, lodge at Wonder Lake
to the Mountain. The trouble with these inspection trips, however, is that they
emphasize and call attention to the continued lack of action in bringing about
any park development. It is not surprising that a critical attitude had developed in
Alaska at the great number of Federal officials who come to Alaska in the
summer to "look the situation over."

..........

Hence, while we shall continue to welcome these various Park Service officials
at any time, I desire to emphasize with the urgency based on eleven years
frustration in getting any favorable results—a frustration which however is much
longer than my terms in office, that what we need is action at budgetary and
Congressional levels before anything else.

Let us have something besides the wonders of nature for these Park Service
inspectors to inspect. Let us provide some man-made achievements in Alaska's
parks and monuments for their study. Let us finally have something in Alaska for
the public that pays the bills and is entitled to some return in the way of service.
[15]

In reality, beginning with Vint's planning concept and on through the postwar period, the
Service was more ally than opponent of the economic rationale for park development—but
within certain bounds defined by "the park ideal." The thwarting of additional visitor facilities
at McKinley came not from the Service, but from lack of appropriations that only Congress
could provide. Mounting frustration bred of no apparent developmental progress in the parks,
compounded by Alaska's largely government-inspired boomer psychology in the postwar
period, led even enlightened commentators like Governor Gruening to vent outrage against
the very principle of preserved lands. Other public land agencies—the Forest Service and the
General Land Office (later the Bureau of Land Management)—provided not only recreational
uplift but solid economic benefits through timber leases, mining, and land disposals for
homesteads, fox farms, and manufacturing sites. In contrast, the Park Service studied but did
nothing; meanwhile the huge chunks of Alaska land that it managed produced nothing.

This attitude and perception had deeper roots. Frontier notions—still very much alive in
Alaska—that wilderness is the enemy, that the shaping of landscapes to human purpose and
profit is the greatest good, offered little support to an institution whose park ideal spoke the
opposite. The Service's middle-ground response to development clamor—some development
but not too much—suffered public rebuff in the frustration produced by funding deficiencies
that aborted even these modest proposals. And by the time the Service did get some
appropriations, beginning about 1960, such modest developments were viewed as "too much"
by wilderness preservationists, by then coalesced as a national constituency.

So much for context. What of the plans themselves? When Tom Vint came to the park in
1929, he already had a recommendation for a permanent hotel site deep within the park.
Following a summer 1927 trip partly to scout such a site, Harry Karstens championed the



Denali NP: Historic Resource Study (Chapter 8)

http://www.nps.gov/history/history/online_books/dena/hrs8.htm[1/10/2013 3:51:22 PM]

Clearwater Creek area south of Wonder Lake at the very foot of the mountain. He proclaimed
it"... the most suitable scenic spot and there are many, many wonderful side trips to be made
both for hikers, mountain-climbers or on horseback . . . also the fishing is very good." [16]

Determining the site and type for a permanent hotel or lodge under the loom of the great
mountain would continue to occupy park planners and commentators-at-large until 1970
when the idea was finally rejected. Tom Vint's immediate purpose was to provide definitive
data for resolution of this issue, but first he must establish the park's place in Alaska:

The Territory of Alaska is a big, new and practically undeveloped country. Some
of it is still unexplored. Over 95% of the land area belongs to the Government.
The larger portion of this is administered under some bureau of the Department
of the Interior. The Government's activities, taken as a whole, form the greatest
single influence on the life and the development of the Territory.

The commercial interests are Fishing, Mining, Furs, Pulp and Lumbering.
Alaska's possibilities as a recreation area are coming to be a very important
element in its development. At present it is generally conceded that
commercially, recreation facilities take third place in relative importance in the
list named above. It may within a few years creep ahead to second and possibly
first place. The ouffitting and conducting of big game hunting parties has
developed into quite a business. The general tourist trip business is, of course,
the largest recreational factor. McKinley Park, it is generally conceded, is the big
note of any trip which includes the interior of the territory.

The Park then holds a dominating place in the life of the territory. It contains the
most important scenic area. It happens to be located where the park trip becomes
the climax of any Alaska trip on which the park is included. This is a strategic
position in a country where recreation plays such an important part.

On the other hand, few people will make the park the purpose of their trip. It will
be the big note of a trip to Alaska. Its development will influence and equally be
influenced by the development of all travel facilities that are used in making the
trip from Seattle or Vancouver to the interior of Alaska. In planning and
scheduling the development of McKinley Park we are obliged more than [at] any
other place to work in accord with the development of the surrounding territory.
If we progress too rapidly in providing accommodations, they will remain idle. If
we are too slow, tourists will be denied the park trip. This dependence of the
various developments is far reaching, for instance, if the steamship companies
put on additional boats, hotels at the park and other points must be built and if
the hotels are not provided, the additional boats cannot be put on. We find
ourselves in one park where we are pioneering in a pioneer country. Our other
parks came after the surrounding state was developed. [17]

This exceedingly intelligent statement illuminated much of the park's history and many of its
troubles. The park, as a determining factor in the contextual development of Alaska, has
never to this day achieved synchrony with its surroundings. In the early years, funding
deficiencies held it back; later, and up to the present, preservation and wildlife concerns
joined with continuing funding deficiencies to inhibit park developments that would match
surrounding paces and pressures.

As "the big note" for Interior Alaska travelers, Mount McKinley/Denali National Park has
been placed throughout its history in the incongruous position of commercial pace setter for
much of Alaska and its tour and transportation links with the outer world. But should park
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development respond willy-nilly to match this external pressure—now at explosive levels—
the park's intrinsic values would be lost, particularly in the old park-refuge interior traversed
by the park road. As we shall see, modern planning concepts, based on the park's enlargement
on the south side, sought an alternative to flooding the park interior with traffic and
development. But yet again, funding and decision deficiencies have foiled initiation of
conventional park developments on the less vulnerable south side. So the single road through
the park, anchored on ever more powerful commercial winches at either end, stretches ever
tauter between them.

Pending southside-development relief, designed to channel commercial pressures away from
the park interior, Denali National Park will continue to be out of step with its encroaching
commercial environment, and vulnerable to destruction of its historic purpose.
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Denali
Historic Resource Study

EPILOGUE:
MCKINLEY BECOMES DENALI WITH DUBIOUS
FUTURE

The park-road controversy had been the sharpest spur forcing reaffirmation of the McKinley
Park ideal. But it had not operated alone. Threats of mining and related industrial incursions
—e.g., building-stone prospects on Riley Creek near the railroad bridge, and limestone
claims on upper Windy Creek near Cantwell, which augured a cement plant within the park
—had aroused the Service's protective instincts. [1] The possibility of commercial
development in the Kantishna area, where several business-site applications had been filed
with the Bureau of Land Management, [2] increased the sense of a closing industrial-
commercial environment crowding upon this park so recently secluded in wilderness. The
mining developments would impair the park itself; all commercialization would bring more
people to park boundaries with attendant environmental and hunting pressures, which, among
other things, would interdict the migration routes of park wildlife moving to and from their
trans-park ranges.

The first line of defense was to tighten the park's mining regulations to control surface uses.
[3] Next came administrative withdrawals near McKinley Station and along the park road to
protect against new mining entries in those areas most important for visitor use. [4] One
protective withdrawal covered the limestone-cement plant area. But the Service suffered
severe political damage on this score, both in Alaska and in the Department, where sister
agencies—the Bureau of Mines and the Alaska Railroad—fought the withdrawal. The
Service considered deleting this area from the park should the cement venture prove
economically feasible, which, fortunately for park integrity, it did not. [5] In 1965 the Service
worked with the Bureau of Land Management to get a protective withdrawal of 9,000 acres in
the Kantishna vicinity. Though this withdrawal was not formalized because of another
political storm, it still stopped new mining entries in this area, to which BLM assigned high
recreation potential and the likelihood of inclusion in the park in the future. [6]

The NPS recognized that these remedies were partial and ameliorative. They were spot
solutions in a changing world that demanded systematic and comprehensive solutions.
Shortly, these concerns over borderland developments united with long-desired park-
expansion proposals to chart a new course for park protection.

As early as 1931 the prescient Tom Vint had seen the need for a southern expansion of the
park to encompass the spectacular glaciers and gorges that fronted the high mountains, only
the peaks of which lay within the park. People on the trains had the impression of passing by
the park, then losing sight of it—an ephemeral vision that could not be grasped. Yet, on the
southside, excellent views and diverse forelands-recreation opportunities abounded. He
concluded, nearly 60 years ago, with words that form the thrust of the park's modern
planning: "If such an extension is found advisable McKinley Park would ultimately have two
systems of tourist facilities, one north of the range the other south." [7]
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Area of 9,000 acre Kantishna mining withdrawl, 1965. File FBX 034575, BLM,
Fairbanks District Office.

Similarly, informed observers early noted the inadequacies of the boundary in the Wonder
Lake area. Caribou and other animals drifted northerly from the park as the seasons dictated.
The lowlands stretching toward Lake Minchumina and Kantishna River, and the hills and
mountains curving north and east from Wonder Lake formed the other half of the wildlife
ecosystem. The expansion of 1932 had caught only the fringe of this extended range. [8]

Because of concerted opposition to any further expansion of the park, these ideas lay dormant
until after the war. But the wildlife studies of Adolph Murie and other biologists in the
Forties kept the complete-ecosystem concept alive as an aspiration.

In 1963, consulting naturalist Sigurd Olson and NPS planner Ted Swem visited the park
during an Alaska parklands survey requested by the Interior Secretary and the NPS Director.
This was one of a series of agency studies stemming from George Collins' recommendations
in the 1950-54 Alaska Recreation Survey. By the late Sixties these studies, in aggregate,
would mark out a comprehensive park and conservation system for Alaska, the blueprint for
the landmark National Interest Lands legislation of 1980. [9]

Sig Olson's report on McKinley Park stated that it was an elongated rectangle ". . . whose
boundaries cut across normal game habitats irrespective of migration routes or breeding
requirements." Both in winter and during spring birthing the animals strayed beyond the
boundaries and had no protection. Ecologically, the park was simply too small. The
Kantishna area brought the problem into focus. There, mining activities scarred the
landscape; alienation of 5-acre tracts by BLM boded developments inimical to the park and
its wildlife. These problems brought into the open ". . . the constant threat to the land near the
borders of the park and the need of zoning, extensions, or cooperative programs with other
agencies." [10] Olson's report was instrumental in the NPS-BLM negotiations that led to the
Kantishna protective withdrawal in 1965.

Not only biologists and bureaucrats concerned themselves with McKinley Park. In September
1965 the Fairbanks Igloo No. 4 of the Pioneers of Alaska wrote to Secretary of the Interior
Stewart Udall urging protective expansion of the park before the new wave of commercial
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development engulfed it. This branch of the Pioneers, an association of old-time Alaskans,
unanimously recommended a near doubling of the park's area by means of a "U"-shaped
addition from the Kantishna Hills along the northwest boundary, around the west end, and
back up the south boundary nearly to Cantwell. On the north, this extension would protect
wildlife wintering range (in a wide band similar to the coincidental proposal by Adolph
Murie); on the west end, prime sheep habitat; on the south, the glaciers and gorges. [11]

At the same time the founders of Camp Denali, Celia Hunter and Ginny Hill Wood, proposed
a modest buffer to protect Wonder Lake's biological and viewshed values. The two
adventurous women had migrated to Alaska after the war (during which they were aircraft
ferry pilots for the Army Air Force). With Ginny's husband, Woody, they staked land in 1951
on the ridge overlooking Moose Creek Canyon and Wonder Lake, just north of the park
boundary. Here they established a wilderness camp that yet today offers quality experiences
to that limited clientele that forms "the adventurous fringe" of the traveling public. Their
determination to forego tinsel comforts and immerse their visitors in the Alaskan wild is
captured in a paragraph from their promotional literature:

With wilderness fast disappearing in the "first 48" states, Alaska.. .offers the last
large, unspoiled outdoor laboratory for the study and appreciation of undisturbed
nature. Here you may still have the experience of the frontiersmen and explorers
who first gazed on unbroken prairies, unharnessed rivers and undiminished
wildlife."
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Pioneers of Alaska (Igloo No. 4) Boundary Proposal, 1965. File L1417 (Boundary
Adjustments, MOMC, 1965-66), ARO.

Wilderness advocate Roderick Nash, in his history of Alaska tourism, credits them with
establishing and popularizing "wilderness touring" as a new category of recreational
adventuring, made possible by "the remarkable expansion of interest in wilderness" in the
decades following the war. [12]

In their critique of the Kantishna withdrawal and the ambitious expansion proposals of 1965,
Celia Hunter and Ginny Wood warned of political backlash from mining interests. Moreover,
they wanted Camp Denali to remain outside the park, for they feared regulatory interference
with their operation. A small buffer zone defined by the line of Moose and Willow creeks
would protect the physiographic setting of Wonder Lake. It would also leave out the disturbed
mining landscape of the Kantishna district, which they deemed unqualified for parkland. [13]

Over the next few years—with benefit of formal boundary studies and endorsements by the
Secretary's Advisory Board on National Parks—the more generous boundary proposals
gained official status. In terms of rationale they boiled down to inclusion of the outstanding
southside physiography and forelands-recreation potential, and the extended northside
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wildlife range that would complete the park's ecosystem. [14]

By this time George B. Hartzog had become Director of the National Park Service. Sensing
the quickening pace of development in Alaska—given impetus by signs of major oil
discoveries soon to come—Hartzog wanted action. Alaska was the last place where giant
accessions to the Nation's parklands could occur. With strong backing from Secretary of
Interior Stewart Udall, himself spurred by President Lyndon B. Johnson's espousal of the
"new conservation," the energetic Director looked to a systems solution in Alaska. Individual
park and site studies began to coalesce into an Alaska-wide plan of action. Coordination of
this effort became the task of now Assistant Director Ted Swem. Hartzog then appointed a
special Alaska task force, directed by George Collins, to define an "entire park complex" that
would meet the long-term park and recreation needs of the American people on their last
frontier. [15]

The expansion of McKinley Park now became part of what was shaping into a larger
movement—pushed by the Service, other conservation agencies, and the forming Alaska
Coalition, which over the next decade would focus private conservation groups on the Alaska
issue. In what proved to be a premature expression of that movement, Hartzog and Udall in
January 1969 presented to President Johnson seven National Monument proclamations,
which, upon his signature, would constitute the outgoing president's "parting gift to future
generations." Among them was a 2.2-million-acre addition to McKinley Park. Johnson
rejected this and a 4-million-acre Gates of the Arctic (in Alaska's Brooks Range)
proclamation because, in his view, Secretary Udall had failed to properly prepare Congress
for such large-acreage executive sections. [16]

Meanwhile, historic changes were coming to a head in Alaska. The Statehood Act of 1958
had granted Alaska the right to select 104 million acres of the state's 375-million-acre total to
be used as its economic and natural-resource base. The state's initial selections aroused the
ire of Alaska Natives, whose traditional lands were threatened by wholesale alienation.
Political mobilization by the Natives—Indians, Eskimos, Aleuts—resulted in a land freeze
first imposed in 1966 by Interior Secretary Udall, pending resolution of the Native land-
claims issue by Congress. The freeze stopped dead the parcelling out of Alaska's land. Thus
was halted the great shift from an unbounded and almost totally public domain owned by the
Federal Government to a diversified land tenure system—from open range to "fenced" range.

Coincidentally, the hints of giant oil discoveries became reality in extreme northern Alaska,
at Prudhoe Bay. Transfer of the oil from the ice-bound Arctic to an ice-free port in southern
Alaska required a pipeline, and the pipeline required an 800-mile-long right-of-way. The
land freeze frustrated acquisition of this right, and temporarily put on hold Alaska's greatest
bonanza.

The resultant remorseless and building pressures gave birth to a second system and a third
system for divvying up Alaska's land base. Under the terms of the Alaska Native Claims
Settlement Act of 1971, Alaska Natives would select 44 million acres of traditional and
resource lands for their cultural and economic stake in Alaska. Under pressure from
conservation agencies and organizations, Congress included a provision in the act, Section
17(d)(2)—"d-2" in popular parlance—that mandated recommendations from the conservation
agencies to Congress for the setting aside of National Interest Lands Conservation Units:
parks, wildlife refuges, wild and scenic rivers, and forests. The Settlement Act lifted the land
freeze. State, Native, and National Interest selections soon blanketed the map of Alaska with
a kaleidoscopic array of multicolored, 36-square-mile townships. Each of these 16,000-plus
townships got its color code at the price of political, economic, and ideological struggle. In
particular, the d-2 townships, including 11 park proposals—one of them being the additions
to McKinley Park—caused storms of development-vs.-preservation conflict. It took nine
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years of intense scrutiny, strife, horse-trading, and political maneuvering for the Nation to sift
out its vision for Alaska. This was only proper, the price of constitutional government, the
way we as a people compromise our conflicts.

In the end, after the episode of the blanket National Monument proclamations of 1978—a
holding-action to spur Congress to fulfill its own mandate—the legislators passed the Alaska
National Interest Lands Conservation Act of 1980. [17] ANILCA, as the law is acronymed,
set aside 106 million acres of conservation units, nearly 44 million of them in new and
expanded national parklands. Close to 4 million acres were added to McKinley Park, tripling
its size. The new complex of park and preserve lands was designated Denali National Park
and Preserve. Old McKinley Park forms the wilderness-wildlife core of the complex. The
2.4-million-acre National Park additions extend north, northwest, and south; two National
Preserves—lands on which sport hunting is allowed—rim the National Park to the northwest,
west, and southwest.

These additions—the joint product of NPS and Alaska Coalition efforts, and confirmed by
Congress—incorporated and expanded upon the Murie-Pioneers of Alaska recommendations
of 1965. They capture the northern wildlife range so important to Ade Murie and the other
biologists who have studied the park; the south flank and recreation forelands of the range;
and the spectacular Cathedral Spires and neighboring mountainous areas to the southwest.

Included in the lands immediately north of Wonder Lake is the Kantishna district, where
nearly 1,000 acres of patented private lands give prospect of major resort development. This
old but new-in-scale prospect is part of an evolution stemming from the effects of the
Mining in the Parks Act of 1976 and a recent conservationist lawsuit that forces tighter
environmental controls over mining. For marginal operators, these stricter regulations make
mining unattractive. But resort investors will bid high on privately owned acreage that is
retired from mining.

How ironic it would be if major in-park facilities—long proposed and only recently firmly
rejected by the NPS—were developed at Kantishna. Then the stresses on the "narrow and
winding" park road, plus constant air access, would break the lock on the wilderness, despite
the vast, buffering additions of 1980.

Solution of the Kantishna problem—which builds toward irresistible pressures for
unrestricted access upon and inevitable "improvement" of the park road—paired with
provision of a politically palatable southside alternative to the current single-option, interior-
park visitor use, are the prerequisites of the park's salvation. Lacking these critical and costly
moves the park road will become a stake in the park's heart.

Then the vision of Charles Sheldon, even now faded from his original ideal, will vanish
entirely. And the park's potentially great role as an International Biosphere Reserve will be
aborted. And the visitors who come to see the bears and caribou and wolves and moose and
sheep will see them no more.

In the midst of all these complications, threats, and imperatives, the question posed 30 years
ago by Adolph Murie still remains unanswered: Will this park survive as symbol and
standard of our civilization's higher aspirations, or will it be sacrificed to the lowest common
denominator? The absolute relevance of this question today testifies to the enduring themes
of the park's history, and its meaning to a society still trying to find its way.

<<< Previous <<< Contents >>> Next >>>
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CHAPTER 3:
CHALLENGE OF THE MOUNTAIN (continued)

The Kantishna gold rush of 1905 had come and gone by the time Doctor Cook's summit story
hit the papers in 1906. Of the thousands who had followed Judge Wickersham to the
Kantishna Hills only about 50 hard-core prospectors and miners remained, centered on the
streams flowing into Moose Creek. These men were seasoned veterans who had taken over
the best claims and were prepared for years of mine-development toil. Easy surface gold had
been quickly exhausted; illusions of quick riches and those who held them had departed.

On the fringes of the isolated mining camps that year of 1906 roamed two other men
important to this history, Harry Karstens and Charles Sheldon. Karstens was a bona fide
Sourdough: Klondike stampeder, Seventymile River miner and cofounder of the nearby town
of Eagle on the upper Yukon, and, lately, dog-team mail driver for the Kantishna camps.
Sheldon himself was no stranger to Alaska and the Yukon country. A man of independent
wealth, this distinguished member of the Eastern establishment combined the joy of the hunt
with the pursuit of scientific knowledge and the collection of specimens for the scientific and
museum communities. His special interest in the various species of the North American
mountain sheep had drawn him northward from Mexico, through the Rockies, and on to
British Columbia. Now he sought definitive knowledge of the life history of Alaska's white
sheep, Ovis dali. After extended tracking of these sheep along the Alaskan-Canadian
borderlands, he came to the Denali region in the summer of 1906, accompanied by Harry
Karstens. Of his guide and friend Sheldon stated:

. . .I recall no better fortune than that which befell me when Harry Karstens was
engaged as assistant packer. . . . He is a tall, stalwart man, well poised, frank, and
strictly honorable. One of the best dog drivers in the north, and peculiarly fitted
by youth and experience for explorations in little-known regions, he proved a
most efficient and congenial companion. [24]

For this cast now assembled on the north side of Denali's vast stage, the mountain and its
approaches became a matter of daily experience. On clear days the miners, aware of the
Wickersham and Cook climbing attempts, glassed the peak from highpoints in the Kantishna
Hills. They speculated on the lay of the land and from their various observation points
spotted glacial trenches and bordering ridges that might lead through the topographical maze
toward the domed summit. From the Toklat area they saw that an upper basin sloped down
from the top of the mountain.

During Sheldon's 1906-08 rambles on the piedmont plateau and foothills bordering the
mountain massif, he had traced the lower course of Muldrow Glacier. He also spotted the
icefall and ridges that led to the upper basin just below McKinley's two peaks. Sheldon
became acquainted with miners Tom Lloyd and his partners, whose mining claims on a high
ridge above Lloyd's cabin at the head of Glen Creek offered unexcelled views of Mount
McKinley. From that ridge one day in January 1908, Sheldon and Lloyd viewed the mountain
and Sheldon told of its double summit, North Peak and South Peak, and of the high glacier
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and icefalls descending from the basin between them. Sheldon believed that one of the ridges
alongside that high glacier would give access to the top, as indeed one would 2 years later. As
yet, no one knew the entire winding course of Muldrow Glacier—hidden by intervening
ridges and mountains—which would soon serve as the broad avenue leading to the upper
elevations and the peaks. [25]

The miners of Kantishna and their friends in Fairbanks shared in the skepticism bred by
Doctor Cook's tale of whirlwind ascent. They knew the scale of the mountain. They believed
that Alaskans, hardy men like themselves, should be the fittest and the first to scale
McKinley's heights, not Outsiders who visited for a summer. The challenge galvanized
Fairbanks. Backers and bettors urged the project along. Thus outfitted and assured prizes and
glory, Tom Lloyd and his partners—Charley McGonagall, Billy Taylor, and Pete Anderson
—left Fairbanks with dogs, horses, and a mule in late December 1909, en route to Denali's
north flank. By early March 1910, after supply relays, establishment of a base camp at
timberline near one of A.H. Brooks' old camps, and discovery of Glacier (now McGonagall)
Pass, which accessed middle Muldrow Glacier, the reach for higher elevations began.
Intermediate camps along the glacier led to the Sourdoughs' highest camp near the head of
Muldrow at 11,000 feet. This was the highest point reached by the overweight Lloyd. But the
three younger and stronger men-McGonagall, Anderson, and Taylor-set out for the top early
on April 3 hauling a 14-foot-long spruce pole and a flag, which, emplanted on the peak,
would prove their conquest. They pioneered the route via Karstens Ridge around the Harper
Icefall to the upper basin, then struggled up Sourdough Gully to Pioneer Ridge. Somewhere
around 18,000 or 19,000 feet the older McGonagall dropped out. His job was to get the pole
within striking distance. He did that, and there was no reason to go any further, he later
stated, because Pete and Billy were skookum and didn't need any more help from him. So
Anderson and Taylor went up the last hard ridge and planted their flag in a rock outcrop just
below the North Peak summit.
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Members of the 1909-1910 Sourdough Expedition were (left to
right): Charley McGonagall, Pete Anderson, Tom Lloyd (seated),
and Billy Taylor. Francis P. Farquhar Collection, UAF

According to later interview accounts from Taylor and McGonagall, their objective was to
place the flag where it might be seen by telescope from Fairbanks. As they saw it, the peaks
looked about the same height, but the South Peak could not be seen from Fairbanks.

Both contemporary and modern climbers have viewed with awe the amazing accomplishment
of the Sourdoughs. Starting from their 11,000-foot camp, the 18-hour ascent and return,
during which the pioneers negotiated some 8,500 feet of vertical rise over a route they
discovered as they climbed, would tax the best climbers of any age. These miners were
novice mountaineers with rudimentary, improvised equipment, wearing bib overalls,
longjohns, and unlined parkas, and carrying a bag of doughnuts and a thermos of hot
chocolate for provisions. But they were tough (as well as very lucky with the weather) and
they proved the point that real Alaskans could climb that mountain if they set their minds to
it. Aside from the sheer physical prowess of the Sourdoughs, the route they pioneered
through McGonagall Pass, up the Muldrow, and around Harper Icefall via Karstens Ridge
stood for more than 40 years as the only climbing route to McKinley's summit. Unfortunately
Lloyd—first to return to Fair banks—would claim that all four Sourdoughs reached the top.
This tale clouded the party's real achievement, briefly relegating it to another Cook-like
fantasy. But 3 years later the Karstens-Stuck party sighted the flagpole, and later interviews
with Billy Taylor and Charley McGonagall distilled the truth from Lloyd's fictions. [26]

The Parker-Browne expedition of 1912 was the first serious and technically competent effort
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by skilled alpinists to climb Mount McKinley. From their previous experiences—on the south
flank with Cook in 1906 and in the east-side Ruth Glacier maze in 1910—plus their
awareness of the 1903 failures on the western side, Parker and Browne were convinced that
the northern approach via Muldrow Glacier offered the best chance for success. Moreover,
knowing the scale of the country and the time required to complete logistical preparations for
a serious assault, they determined on a winter approach march. They would in effect, two-
stage their expedition: first, the long march from the coast, with establishment of a base camp
on the piedmont plateau, then the climb itself.

Wishing to explore the Alaska Range northwest of McKinley, Parker and Browne set their
course in late January from the port of Seward to Susitna Station via Knik arm. Continuing
their mushing with dog teams they ascended the Susitna Valley and followed up the Chulitna
River to the then unnamed Ohio Creek. At its head they crossed the range over glaciers and
icefields, and finally, after 17 days on the ice, debouched at the lower curve of Muldrow
Glacier. Thence they proceeded down Muldrow and cross-country to Clearwater Creek. In
late April they established base camp on Cache Creek within easy reach of McGonagall Pass.

Though the Sourdoughs had come this same way, Browne did not know their precise route.
His intensive study of McKinley's northeastern face set the climbing route and the approach
to higher elevations. His probes through the blocking foothills led him up Cache Creek and to
rediscovery of the pass onto Muldrow Glacier first found by McGonagall in 1910. There, at
its midcourse, he tied the Muldrow together from its terminal moraine to the cliffs at its head,
under the overhanging Harper Icefall. From various highpoints in the foothills he saw the
advantages of yet unnamed Karstens Ridge as the route around that icefall and up into the big
basin under the towering peaks. No better example of the logic of terrain could be found than
Browne's independent rediscovery of the Sourdough route.

Almost immediately Browne and Parker, aided by Merl La Voy of Seattle, began supply
relays with the dogs up Muldrow Glacier. At its head they cached their goods in a tarped and
anchored sled at 11,000 feet, near the notch that gave access to Karstens Ridge. By May 8
they were back at base camp, which was run by the fourth, non-climbing member of the
party, Arthur Aten of Valdez, Alaska. Then followed several weeks of rest, hunting, and
equipment tending as the Denali spring changed the lower elevations into a paradise of
flowered meadows, singing birds, and wandering game animals.

Except for a knee injury suffered earlier by La Voy, the three-man party started the big climb
on June 5 in good shape. Their equipment was of the best alpine sort, and a balanced menu—
based on energy-rich pemmican with a high-fat content—promised good strength to counter
the effects of altitude and cold.

The attrition began early with a heavy snowstorm that trapped them on Muldrow for 3 days.
Then they waited for avalanches to unload the snow-packed heights before threading the
icefall narrows near Muldrow's head. After the excess snow had fallen they went on up to
11,000 feet, finding their sled-cache buried but intact, then climbed up on Karstens Ridge. In
a series of exhausting advances and supply relays through deep snow they set up camps and
snow shelters every 1,500 to 2,000 feet until reaching their final camp in the big basin at
16,500 feet. Throughout the advance La Voy's knee, reinjured in a crevasse fall, gave him
trouble. Browne did double duty in the relay packing, hauling the heavy loads, and in
breaking trail. The soft snow tripled their toil, and cold and altitude began sapping the men's
energies. Sixty degree slopes overhanging drops of 2,000 to 5,000 feet demanded tight-wire
concentration, not aided in the least by bouts of snow blindness and wind squalls that struck
laden packers without warning. Slow progress through the snow forced more food relays
from a cache nearly a mile below their upper camp. Then the source of their energy, the fatty
pemmican, failed them. Beginning at 11,000 feet, the men began getting sick when they ate
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the pemmican. As they got higher their bodies absolutely refused to metabolize the fat, which
became, in effect, a poison. Thus, just as they got set for the final climb, they were reduced
to a starvation diet of tea, sugar, raisins, and hardtack. This snack fuel gave little heat and
energy. So the daily rebound from toil and cold expected of solid food could not occur. As
the climbers weakened under cumulative attrition, normal sleep became impossible, further
eroding energies and resistance to cold.

On June 27 Browne and his companions set up their final camp in the big basin. Their frigid
hollow grew colder as congealed air flowed down from the upper icefields. To gather
themselves they rested for one day in the tent, avoiding exposure and chill, and their spirits
came back.

This was the third time that Parker and Browne had tried to climb this mountain. Now,
poised at the base of the last big ridge leading toward the shoulder that marked final access to
the summit, they could almost see their goal about 3,500 feet above.

Next morning, June 29, they felt good and the weather was clear. The sun began to moderate
the stabbing cold. Browne noted in his diary, "There is nothing to stop us except a storm."
[27] Leaving camp at 6 a.m. the climbers progressed almost as planned, though they could
not meet their goal of 500 feet elevation gain each hour. Then in the lee of the ridge they hit
soft snow, further slowing their pace. At nearly 19,000 feet they topped the big ridge and took
a break at the base of the last slope to the summit. Browne describes the scene:

We had long dreamed of this moment, because, for the first time, we were able
to look down into our [Ruth Glacier] battle-ground of 1910, and see all the
glaciers and peaks that we had hobnobbed with in the "old days." But the views
looking north-eastward along the Alaskan Range were even more magnificent.
We could see the great wilderness of peaks and glaciers spread out below us like
a map. On the northern side of the range there was not one cloud; the icy
mountains blended into the rolling foothills which in turn melted into the dim
blue of the timbered lowlands, that rolled away to the north, growing bluer and
bluer until they were lost at the edge of the world. On the humid south side, a
sea of clouds was rolling against the main range like surf on a rocky shore. The
clouds rose as we watched. At one point a cloud would break through between
two guarding peaks; beyond, a second serpentine mass would creep northward
along a glacier gap in the range; soon every pass was filled with cloud battalions
that joined forces on the northern side, and swept downward like a triumphant
army over the northern foothills. It was a striking and impressive illustration of
the war the elements are constantly waging along the Alaskan Range. [28]

Above them the way to the summit, whose edge they could plainly see, . . . rose as innocently
as a snow-covered tennis court and as we looked it over we grinned with relief—we knew
the peak was ours." [29]

But just then the wind picked up and the sky darkened. The storm advancing from the south
had found the final heights. In minutes a snow-laden gale enveloped the chambers. Visibility
decreased as the blizzard gained force, but if they kept going uphill they must reach the
summit. Forced to chop steps on the steeper slopes, their hands began to freeze and blowing
ice particles blinded them. Cold now gripped their bodies entire, and they lost time
desperately stomping and moving their extremities to keep feeling and life in them. Finally
they emerged from a partially sheltering lee for the last few feet of ascent to the summit. In
the full force of the wind they felt life ebbing. Browne, in the lead, was less than 200 feet
below the summit elevation and only about 200 yards distant from it. At this farthest point of
advance he realized that it would be suicidal to proceed. It had taken him several minutes to
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move only a few feet during his last upward exertions—blind, buffeted, and in places simply
hunched in place as the hurricane battered him to a standstill. He turned back to La Voy and
Parker and they huddled for a moment in a quickly chopped seat in the ice. But they could
feel themselves freezing as they yelled against the wind. Browne screamed, "The game's up;
we've got to get down." [30] Professor Parker wanted to go on, volunteering to chop the last
steps. But the danger from freezing was now compounded by the packing snow filling their
chopped steps and the wind erasing all signs of the trail back to their camp.

Slowly they retreated feeling their way and using the wind to guide them. Had it shifted they
would have perished. By great good fortune they found the rocky spine of the ridge bounding
the basin. Guided and sheltered by this line of rocks, they struggled to their tent.

Browne had got to the mountain top, halfway between the 20,125-foot summit shoulder and
the true summit at 20,320 feet, but not to the very top of the mountain. Indeed, as he
lamented, it had been a cruel and heartbreaking day.

Next day they rested and dosed themselves with boracic acid for snow blindness. They
packed their rebellious stomachs with as much hardtack and raisins as they could stand. With
great difficulty they dried out the frost particles that had penetrated every part of their
clothing. Then they tried one more time. Leaving at 3 a.m. they got to the base of the final
dome and began its ascent. Again they raced a rising storm. After an hour of vicious wind
and blinding snow, they turned and stumbled wordlessly back to their tent. Browne
remembered ". . . only a feeling of weakness and dumb despair; we had burned up and lived
off our own tissue until we didn't care much what happened!" [31]

After a quick descent with its full share of obstacles and adventures the weary climbers
reached their base camp where the faithful Aten awaited them. Rest, food, and recuperation
followed. But even in this verdant resort, after a month on the mountain's ice and snow,
Alaska's extremes tracked them down. The evening of July 6 grew ominous with heavy air
and a sickly green sky. Then a great earthquake struck. The Alaska Range boomed and
bellowed, then disappeared into snowy mists as avalanches and icefalls jolted from its cliffs
and slopes. Fierce, debris-laden winds swept down from the mountains. The very ground
they stood on heaved, split and slid. Streams crested with thick brown water from earth
slides.

Later they learned of the great Katmai volcanic eruption on the Alaska Peninsula hundreds of
miles to the south, of which this earthquake was an aftermath. Brad Washburn notes that had
the pemmican not failed the Parker-Browne party they would have waited out the storms for
another summit attempt. High on the unstable mountain ice they would have died without a
trace in the earthquake's chaos. [32] (One year later, the Karstens-Stuck expedition would
struggle though the vast debris of giant iceblocks that had tumbled from the mountain.)

For 36 hours the aftershocks persisted. Then the Parker-Browne party headed north, via the
Kantishna mining camps, to the Yukon and home. [33]

The mountaineering match-up of Sourdough Harry Karstens and Alaska's Episcopal
Archdeacon Hudson Stuck produced both tensions and victory. It was an inevitable pairing in
Alaska's small and interlocked community. Karstens' exploits of exploration and dog driving,
and his 1906-08 expeditions with Charles Sheldon in the Denali country, made him a natural
choice for pioneering co-leader when the eminent missionary set his sights on Denali's peak.

In 1904, shortly after coming into the country, Stuck first glimpsed Denali, whose Indian
name he always preferred. Smitten with the mountain's beauty and its dominance over the
Alaska Range, he determined that one day he would at least stand upon its foothills or ascend
its flanks. In time, as Doctor Cook's fraudulent claims and the doubts spawned by Tom
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Lloyd's overblown story demeaned the mountain's majesty, Stuck vowed to climb it himself.
The near success of Parker and Browne in 1912 spurred him on. He believed that starting
from Fairbanks—instead of from the coast as they had—he could be successful.

As a traveling missionary through Alaska's Interior and Arctic regions, Hudson Stuck was no
stranger to the "strenuous life" that was the ideal of the times. He sledded and boated from
village to village establishing missions and schools, and performing annual visits to the more
isolated camps of his scattered Native adherents. He admired Native culture and their
competence on the land, often clashing with superiors who would divorce Native peoples
from their land-based way of life. He had emigrated from England in search of adventure.
After divinity school he sought missionary challenge. He found both in Alaska. [34]

An enthusiastic but amateur mountaineer (with experience in the Rockies and Cascades, and
a few days climbing in the Alps), he knew that he needed a partner who could lead ". . . . in
the face of difficulty and danger." [35] Karstens, a fellow Episcopalian in Fairbanks, fit the
bill. [36] Karstens and Sourdough climber Charley McGonagall had once partnered in mail
driving and they had worked claims together during the Kantishna gold rush. When Karstens
later explored Denali with Charles Sheldon they had jointly studied the access ridge, later to
bear Karstens' name, and agreed that it was the key to higher elevations. They even talked of
climbing the mountain together. But, to Karstens' everlasting regret, Sheldon returned to the
States and marriage, and never came back to Alaska. Stuck knew of the McGonagall-
Karstens partnership and their shared knowledge of the route to the top. So it was that the
Karstens-Stuck climbing expedition took shape. [37]

As finally assembled, the climbing party comprised the Archdeacon and Karstens as co-
leaders (the former as organizer and cook, the latter as trail and climbing leader); robust
Walter Harper, Stuck's 21-year-old aide and traveling companion, son of Yukon-Tanana
explorer Arthur Harper and an Indian mother; and another able youth, Robert Tatum, a
theology student whose recent services to the Episcopal missions included a heroic dog-team
supply run to succor isolated mission women on the upper Tanana.

After many delays and frustrations, including non-arrival of previously ordered technical
climbing gear—which forced Karstens to improvise critical equipment—the party left
Fairbanks in mid-March 1913 by dog team. At the Nenana mission they picked up two
teenage Indian lads Esaias and Johnny Fredson, along with another dog team. These young
students at the mission school proved invaluable assistants, both of them helping in the
supply relays up Muldrow Glacier before Esaias had to return to Nenana, and Johnny
remaining as the lonesome base-camp and dog-team keeper during the month-long absence
of the climbing party.

Following established trails to the Kantishna mining camps (where final consultations with
Sourdough climbers took place), the party broke trail past Wonder Lake, crossed McKinley
River, and, on April 4, set up a wood-cutting camp at the last good spruce stand up
Clearwater Creek. While wood was being gathered, Karstens went ahead and located the
base camp at the forks of Cache Creek, just below McGonagall Pass. After transfer of the
wood fuel up Cache Creek and preparation of rich mountain rations from caribou meat and
marrow, the company began trailbreaking and supply relays up Muldrow Glacier on April 16.

The success of this pioneering expedition would be based on Karstens' pioneering experience
and never-say-die toughness; on the shared knowledge of route and climbing conditions
provided by his Sourdough-climb friends as well as Belmore Browne's recently published
magazine account; and on the foresight, determination, and improvisational abilities of its
members. Native foods in ample supply, locally hunted and processed for mountain transport,
plus plenty of fuel and good bedding assured energy-rich nutrition and sleeping comfort
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throughout a long and storm-assaulted climb. Improved snow-goggles saved them from
painful blindness. The climbers were mentally in the struggle for the duration, and they had
the physical means to preserve their strength for the final push at high altitude.

Their way was not easy. Because this was no quick dash to the top (they knew they could not
count on the Sourdoughs' luck with the weather), the immense physical labor required to
assemble and transport equipment, supplies, and wood-fuel (the latter to the 11,000-foot
camp) took its toll even in rare good weather. In the prevailing storms these labors were
doubled. Storm-bound days confined to camp sapped will and gave rein to frustration. In
these conditions even the best of friends get testy. Karstens and Stuck, because of
temperament and style clashes, were hardly the best of friends.

Then there was the fire at their Muldrow camp: tents, socks, mitts, food destroyed or
damaged. The devastation shook them. The expedition, so well prepared, faced defeat, victim
of a stray spark and whipping winds. But Karstens said "Forget it," and the party improvised,
making tents from sled covers, socks from Stuck's camel-hair sleeping bag liner, and so on.
At one point, with the men sitting around sewing, the camp looked like a sweat shop.
Deprived of such luxuries as sugar, powdered milk, and dried fruit—all burned—they still
had the basics and they forged on.

Next they took on the access ridge, Karstens Ridge as named by Stuck. The steep and sheer,
yet practicable pathway described by Belmore Browne was no more. Rising above them was
a primordial shambles. Fringing the 3,000-foot high Harper Icefall, the ridge connected to the
high basin formed by Harper Glacier. There was no other way to the final heights. They
stared at the shattered ridge in disbelief, even as it dawned on them that the 1912 earthquake
had created this chaos. They saw great blocks of ice, bigger than buildings, some the size of
city blocks. They leaned, balanced, and honey combed on each other on a thin ridge that fell
more than 1,000 feet to Muldrow Glacier and 3,000 feet to its eastern branch, the Traleika.

For 3 weeks, as storms allowed, Karstens and Harper spent most of their time probing
through this jumbled nightmare and chopping steps—3 miles of them—out of the concrete-
like ice. They avoided the nearly sheer flanking slopes as much as possible, for avalanche
danger was great, and the overhanging, unconsolidated blocks of ice balanced in defiance of
gravity. In his diary Karstens noted that some of the blocks would fall if someone whispered
at them. Stuck and Tatum began supply relays with backpacks as soon as the icy staircase
reached flat spots where goods could be cached.

Finally, at 15,000 feet they passed beyond the ridge into the basin, above which rose Denali's
great peaks. On June 3, at mid-point on Harper Glacier, Walter Harper spotted the
Sourdoughs' flagpole on the North Peak. With the glasses everyone saw it, thus confirming
the Taylor-Anderson ascent and McGonagall's hauling of the pole to nearly 19,000 feet.

In deliberate stages the men now advanced from camp to camp, always getting higher and
closer to the South Peak. Their last camp at 17,500 feet—almost directly below Denali Pass
between the peaks—put them about 1,000 feet higher for the final assault than Parker-
Browne had been the year before. This was a critical advantage for 50- year-old Hudson
Stuck, who was feeling the altitude much more than the youthful Harper and Tatum and the
mid-thirties Karstens. At that they still had nearly 3,000 feet to go vertically. But with all
hands reasonably healthy, plenty of food, good bedding, and ample gas fuel for their stove,
their objective was attainable.

Next morning, Saturday June 7, came on clear and cold, good weather for the climb. But
except for Walter Harper, the men were suffering. For dinner the night before Harper had
cooked noodles to thicken the caribou stew; at such altitude and lacking baking powder—also
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burned—the noodles were a half-done mess that wreaked havoc upon all digestive systems
except the chef's. This, plus the last few day's extreme efforts at high altitude and excitement
over the next day's climb, had made sleep impossible. Alone with his thoughts in the early
hours, huddled over the gas stove, Stuck had stared at failure. All but Walter looked upon the
new day with bad stomachs and wracking headaches. Karstens would have stayed in bed
except that this was the day of the climb.

After a very light breakfast Karstens assigned the lead to the sturdy Walter, and at 4 a.m.,
with sun shining, a keen wind, and the thermometer marking minus 4 degrees F., the sorry
company followed the indomitable young Indian toward the utmost heights. They carried
lunch and scientific-instrument packs only. First they traversed the snow ridge that rose
above their camp, then headed toward the final rises that still hid the summit. It was step by
gasping step in bitter cold, which, aided by the wind pierced their layered clothing and
numbed their heavily clad hands and feet. Stuck relates that Karstens beat his freezing feet so
violently against the packed snow that two of his nails later dropped off. On the margin
between life and terrible damage or death by freezing, they pushed on. Behind a ridge,
partially sheltered from the wind, the ascending sun gave a little warmth. Lunch and a
thermos of hot tea helped.

As confidence grew, however, so did altitude. Hudson Stuck's oxygen deficiency nearly
overcame him several times. He would black-out, then rest and recover. Walter Harper
relieved him of the bulky mercurial barometer that Stuck had insisted on carrying.

At last, with Harper still in the lead and the first man there to stand, they got to the very top.
Stuck, on the verge of unconsciousness had to be braced the last few steps by his
companions.

After a few moments of recovery the climbers shook hands and gave thanks to an Almighty
who seemed very near on this high place. Then the party set up the little instrument tent and
began their measurements—temperature, altitude, and others. From later expert calculations
of their readings, the mountain's altitude averaged out at 20,700 feet. One of the experts, U.S.
Geological Survey topographer C.E. Giffin, figured 20,374 feet above sea level, closest to the
true 20,320. [38] (A 1909 Coast and Geodetic Survey observation had placed the altitude at
20,300, only 20 feet off the mark.) [39]

Finally, finished with the obligatory science, the men posed for photographs, which ended up
double-exposed due to cold-numbed fingers. Then they looked about them.

Stuck gave thanks for a perfectly clear day in all directions—a rarity that the churchman
could attribute only to God's design on the very day of their climb. In this providential
moment Hudson Stuck touched the sublime in what he saw and how he described it:

Immediately before us, in the direction in which we had climbed, lay—nothing:
a void, a sheer gulf many thousands of feet deep, and one shrank back
instinctively from the little parapet of the [summit] snow basin when one had
glanced at the awful profundity. Across the gulf . . . sprang most splendidly into
view the great mass of Denali's Wife, or Mount Foraker . . . filling majestically
all the middle distance.... And never was nobler sight displayed to man than that
great, isolated mountain spread out completely, with all its spurs and ridges, its
cliffs and its glaciers, lofty and mighty and yet far beneath us. . . . Beyond
stretched, blue and vague to the southwest, the wide valley of the Kuskokwim,
with an end of all mountains. To the north we looked right over the North Peak
to the foot hills below, patched with lakes and lingering snow, glittering with
streams. . . .
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It was, however, to the south and east that the most marvelous prospect opened
before us. What infinite tangle of mountain ranges filled the whole scene, until
gray sky, gray mountains, and gray sea merged in the ultimate distance! The
near-by peaks and ridges stood out with dazzling distinction, the glaciation, the
drainage, the relation of each part to the others all revealed. [40]

In the detachment that he felt from the world below, under the deep blue dome of the
stratospheric sky, Hudson Stuck searched is feelings about their attainment:

There was no pride of conquest, no trace of that exultation of victory some enjoy
upon the first ascent of a lofty peak, no gloating over good fortune that had
hoisted us a few hundred feet higher than others who had struggled and been
discomfited. Rather was the feeling that a privileged communion with the high
places of the earth had been granted; that not only we had been permitted to lift
up eager eyes to these summits, secret and solitary since the world began, but to
enter boldly upon them, to take place, as it were, domestically in their hitherto
sealed chambers, to inhabit them, and to cast our eyes down from them, seeing
all things as they spread out from the windows of heaven itself. [41]

After an hour-and-a-half on the summit the remorseless cold cut contemplation and drove
them downward. Next day, from their camp high in the basin, they descended rapidly in good
spirits to the 11,000-foot camp on upper Muldrow. On June 9 they reached base camp on
Cache Creek.

Young Johnny Fredson had been hearing voices for days as the climbers' absence stretched
past the planned 2 weeks to the month that had passed since last farewells at the Muldrow
camp. Finally the boy heard real voices and the ghosts became real men, weather beaten and
hungry. Roast caribou and sheep greeted them, along with Johnny's share of sugar and milk
for coffee, which he had religiously saved for them after theirs was lost in the fire. The well
kept dogs joined in the joyful reunion.

From there on out, excepting Tatum's near drowning in McKinley River—dragged down by
his pack, pulled out by Karstens—and a series of foundering feeds with miner friends at the
Kantishna camps, the return trip was routine. Their cached poling boat, named Getaway by
Karstens, took them down the rivers to the town of Tanana, where they arrived June 20, more
than 3 months after leaving Fairbanks.

As news of the first complete ascent of Mount McKinley flashed across the country, Cook
supporters rallied to dispute this latest first-climb claim, but most everyone else accepted the
missionary's word.

Despite Stuck's giving immediate and subsequent credit to Karstens as the true climbing
leader, news stories about the exploit revolved around the Archdeacon, with only anonymous
reference to his "companions." The resentments that Karstens had built up during the
expedition—based partly on Stuck's sparse participation in camp duties, particularly his
leaving the cooking to others, and partly on his literary airs and refined manner—now
exploded. In an undated letter to Charles Sheldon, probably written in early August 1913,
Karstens expanded upon both the technical aspects of the climb and his many complaints
about Stuck. He lamented the fact that Sheldon had not climbed the mountain with him rather
than the "preacher."

Despite Stuck's repeated attempts at reconciliation, the strong-willed Karstens never forgave
him. Mutual avoidance was the only resolution. As can be inferred from the careful treatment
of this feud by Stuck's biographer, [42] the chemistries and backgrounds of the two men—the
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rough-hewn pioneer versus the doctor of divinity—were so distinct that the rights and
wrongs of the dispute probably were less important than differences of style. Unfortunately
but predictably, Karstens' volatile temperament would raise its head again in this stalwart
man's career. Yet the very singlemindedness that maintained Karstens' grudge would be one
of his greatest strengths as a pioneering superintendent.

Beyond its unfortunate aftermath the climb had been, after all, a resounding success: well
planned, well executed by men totally committed and able to surmount extreme physical
challenges. Karstens' splendid pioneering ability and field leadership—as Hudson Stuck
constantly reiterated—had been the key to that success.

It would be 19 years before the top-dwelling spirit of Denali would receive another visitor.
[43]
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CHAPTER 4:
THE KANTISHNA AND NEARBY MINING DISTRICTS
(continued)

The toils, character, and relentless energy of the miners inspired many descriptions. Robert
Dunn, in 1903, captured the spirit of those embarked on a gold rush:

Prospectors are coming into this valley for the first time. No strike has been
made, no, but it's the last valley in Alaska still untouched. They have spent the
late summer boating up their year's supplies from the head of the Inlet. Some
have dogs, some hope to get them from somewhere before winter. They are the
bedrock Alaskan article, the men to be first on the claims if an Eldorado is
struck. They start their stampede the winter before, not in the spring, which is the
tenderfoot way. Each has just waked from failure—in a rush camp, or looking
for daily wages in Valdez. Again they take up the . . . trail to riches through the
desolate and uncertain North. . . . Now the Eldorado is at hand, in this Sushitna
valley, here is the place. [13]

Three years later Doctor Cook caught the ephemeral nature of the mining camps as
prospectors swarmed the creeks and moved on if they didn't pay:

Youngstown, a kind of mythical miners' camp, the supposed head of navigation,
was our ultimate destination. But we were a long time locating the town. Indeed
the town was unable to locate itself, for it drifted with a shifting population of
miners. At about ten o'clock we saw a big dory drifting down the stream. A
corpulent miner with all kinds of things was in the boat. To our question, "How
far to Youngstown?" he answered: "It used to be twenty miles above, but it just
moved. I have the town in the dory and am taking it down the stream." [14]

A camp that stuck, the Kantishna, hosted Belmore Browne and Doctor Parker on the backtrail
from their 1912 climb. Browne's relation of encounters with the durables of that community
provides a cameo of them and their way of life.

Seeing the first strangers for months, the climbers at first were shy. But the welcome they
received broke their sense of strangeness instantly. On Moose Creek they met two miners
named Clark and Fink. They were working a lay, a claim owned by another miner who
received a percentage of the pay. While the visitors learned how to eat at a table again, their
hosts—"the best type of the Alaska pioneer"—told of the yearly round:

During the short mountain summer they worked constantly, sluicing the golden
sand. In the winter they whip-sawed lumber, trapped, and hunted meat. Clark
was an expert hunter of big game, and for a season he had killed the mountain
sheep for the market. . . .

[The next day] we looked at Clark and Fink's ground. By digging a ditch they
had brought water to the head of their claims. The water then ran through sluice
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boxes into which the gravel was thrown. At the lower end of the boxes the riffles
caught the gold that had been separated from the gravel by the water, while the
gravel, being lighter, continued onward with the water into Moose Creek. It is in
this simple way that most of the gold in this part of Alaska is secured.

Miners whipsawing logs, a tough and thankless task. L.M. Prindle Collection, USGS

Later Browne and Parker passed through Joe Dalton's discovery claim on the way to his
current diggings farther up Eureka Creek. There, they had been told, Dalton had cached some
dog feed for them. From Dalton and others they learned of the Katmai eruption, which
explained the distant boomings they had heard on the mountain, and the earthquake whose
worst effects they had narrowly escaped. They reflected on these denizens of the far creeks:

Here were men from many different lands, but the hard life in the open, the
search for gold, and the separation from civilization had stamped each with a
certain undefinable air that gave them a personality of their own.

In nature's stamp mill they had been polished down until they represented a type.

Another Eureka Creek miner, Fred Hauselman, a Swiss, now guided them to Glacier Creek,
where they were welcomed "to the palatial home" of Fanny and Joe Quigley. Fanny,
originally from a Bohemian settlement in Nebraska, was known in Kantishna's early days as
"Mother McKenzie." She was still the only woman in camp, providing that touch of home
that the miners missed so much. Joining the Ninety-Eight rush to the Klondike, she had since
migrated from camp to camp—cooking, and prospecting and mining in her own right. At
Kantishna she met and in 1906 married Joe Quigley—first staker of Glacier Creek—a pre-
gold rush prospector who had crossed the Chilkoot Pass in 1891. Their home was spacious
and clean, well lighted and cheerful. Books and magazines bespoke lively intellectual
interests. A flourishing garden, with flowers and vegetables, fed soul and stomach. Their
permafrost cellar kept meat frozen, and their cooler kept vegetables fresh.
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Quigley Hill from across Friday Creek, near Kantishna, shows Quigley's mine on Red
Top Claim, early 1930s. Fanny Quigley Collection, UAF

Though small of stature, Fanny was strong and rugged:

She lived the wild life as the men did, and was as much at home in the open with
a rifle as a city woman is on a city avenue, and she could not only follow and
hunt successfully the wild game of the region, but could do a man's share in
packing the meat to camp. From a physical standpoint she was a living example
of what nature had intended a woman to be, and, furthermore, while having the
ability to do a man's work, she also enjoyed the life as a man does. No man
could catch more grayling in a day than she, the miners said, and at the day's end
she would shoulder her heavy catch and tramp homeward as happy as a boy.

Moose hunt, November 1919. Fanny Quigley is a extreme left; Joe Quigley is second
from right. Fanny Quigley Collection, UAF

Browne compared the meals she cooked to Roman feasts: meats, breads, vegetables, jellies,
pies, and a wild rhubarb sauce that beat any tame rhubarb Browne had eaten. All was washed
down with ice-cold potato beer, of which Fanny was master brewer. After dinner, their hosts
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—and Sourdough climber Charley McGonagall, who had also joined them—told of
mountains, hunting, the habits of animals, and the many adventures of wilderness life.

All too soon this visit ended and the surfeited mountaineers proceeded to Glacier City, some
12 miles away. Just before they began the trek, Pete Anderson, another of the Sourdoughs,
passed by Quigley's and invited them to drop in at his cabin when they reached the old supply
town.

The hike was long and it rained. They came upon the remains of a decrepit bridge over a
slough, "a wonderful structure" in that wild, out-of-the-way place, a harbinger of civilization.
Rain-soaked and tired, they finally discovered a line of moss-covered cabins, now overgrown
with alders. Fronting them was the dim trail, also being recaptured by Nature, that led to
Glacier City. A clearing and more lines of empty cabins marked the center of the town.
Smoke from one of them, and a hail from Anderson, brought them to another stupendous
meal, after a change to dry clothes that were relics of the stampede.

From Glacier City, they loaded their duffle on packhorses belonging to Sourdough Billy
Taylor and quick-stepped the last leg of their march to the head of navigation on Moose
Creek. Here, as urged by a miner named Greiss (whom they had met on Eureka Creek), they
partook of his cabin and grub, including fresh garden greens, then they reconditioned an
abandoned stampeder's boat, salvaged by Greiss, for the drift down the rivers to the Yukon.
[15]

Miners and government men at the Quigley cabin, August 30, 1931. Shown (left to
right) are Mr. Edmonds (ARC), Fanny Quigley, Mrs. Edmonds, Philip Smith
(USGS), and Joe Quigley. Fanny Quigley Collection, UAF

Another traveler of the same period, Lee R. Dice, a government fur warden, left us a picture
of the prospector-fur trapper way of life in the Lake Minchumina area. Ben Anderson and
James Johnson had located their cabin and prospects on a small creek draining a high dome
between the lake and the upper North Fork of Kuskokwim River. They were working on one
of several prospect holes that reached to bedrock when Dice called upon them in the winter
of 1911. He had met them earlier at the Tanana trading station and was following up on their
invitation to visit.



Denali NP: Historic Resource Study (Chapter 4)

http://www.nps.gov/history/history/online_books/dena/hrs4a.htm[1/10/2013 3:53:36 PM]

Anderson and Johnson were thawing the frozen ground with hot rocks heated in a wood fire.
The rocks were lowered to the bottom of the shaft, covered with moss, and then after several
hours, retrieved. The resulting foot or so of thawed muck was shoveled into a bucket by the
man in the shaft; the man on top used a hand windlass to hoist the bucket loads to the
surface. Then the whole process was repeated. The holes at this prospect, which had yet to
show colors, averaged 70 feet deep.

Dice learned from these men that the fur bearers around Lake Minchumina had been pretty
well trapped out by the Indians who lived in a small village on the lake. His hosts, nearly
done with their prospecting, invited Dice to move with them down the Kuskokwim to their
trapping cabin. Dice accepted this proposition with alacrity and great appreciation, for they
knew that part of his work involved trapping fur animals for scientific purposes, which would
make him not only a guest but also a competitor of sorts.

They arrived in good country for fur: low hills covered with spruce and patches of birch, and
plenty of creeks, lakes, and swamps. Marten and weasel were common. Abundant hares
attracted lynx. Otter, beaver, and muskrat frequented lakes and streams.

Dice noted that in 1911-12, many prospectors and miners had shifted to trapping in the
winter, even though this pursuit interfered with their search for gold and their accumulation
of winter "dumps," the piles of pay dirt hauled out of the frozen ground in anticipation of
spring sluicing. The furs would buy the grubstakes for the next season of mining.

John, Einar, and Emil Hanson trapped Kantishna River at Roosevelt from 1916 to
1950. Fabian Carey Collection, UAF

In contrast was the seasonal round of the full-time trapper:

The man who planned to devote the major part of his time to trapping would
probably select a locality far remote from civilization, because the more
accessible regions had already been trapped out. It would probably take him most
of the summer for him to get in his winter's supplies from the nearest trading
post, travelling by poling boat up some river. The autumn would be spent in
building a main cabin and perhaps several relay cabins and in cutting trap-line
trails. If deadfalls were to be used, these must be built. By about November 15
the meager harvest would begin. From that time on the trapper must go over his
trap-line twice a week if possible; dig out the traps that had drifted full of snow;
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reset those traps sprung by jays or other animals; change the location of traps
where necessary; and skin such animals as he had taken. To walk ten to fifteen
miles a day on snowshoes and do all the necessary work of trapping, cooking,
and keeping up his camp is hard work for a strong and vigorous man.

The average season's catch of fur by an Alaskan trapper in 1912 was probably
worth less than five hundred dollars. This amount would, at the high prices
charged for supplies at the trading posts, just about buy the actual necessities for
another winter of trapping. The trapper, therefore, unless he was unusually
vigorous or very fortunate, made only a bare living. There were reported to be a
few exceptions, but with the sparse distribution of fur-bearing animals in Alaska
at that time, no great fortune was in prospect for most trappers. [16]

Sluicing in the Kantishna area in the early 1920s. John M. Brooks Collection, UAF

Dice admired the ingenuity of his generous companions, who, with nothing but a few hand
tools, some line, and very few nails could fashion cabins, boats, buckets, furniture, winches,
sluice boxes, and just about anything else from the trees that grew around them. Their
improvisational genius is illustrated by this passage from Dice's manuscript:

These men had an old single-barrelled shotgun, very rusty and with several dents
in the barrel. They called it the "gas-pipe" and it did look much like a piece of
rusty iron pipe fastened to a broken wooden stock. The breech-lock would not
fasten, so they had rigged a rope bandage, which for each shot was driven tight
with a wooden wedge. The trigger would not work, so the hammer was held back
with the thumb and let go when ready to fire. Their old brass shells had
expanded and stuck tightly in the barrel. After being fired, each empty shell
consequently had to be driven out of the barrel with a ramrod and a back of an
ax. For powder they were using the poorest grade of black powder, which makes
a terrific report and gives off a dense cloud of black smoke. The wads for their
shells were cut with a pocket knife from birch bark and from the leaves of an old
copy of Stevensons "Treasure Island." All their lead shot had been used up, but
they made a substitute by chopping wire and iron nails into short lengths with the
ax. Thus equipped, the two men roamed the woods, one carrying the gun and the
other the ramrod, ax, and extra shells. Amazingly, they secured a considerable
quantity of game. [17]
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The coming of World War I accelerated a general decline of mining in Alaska, and led to the
exodus of many miners who joined the armed forces or sought wartime wages in the States.
Those who serviced the miners in towns and camps also gravitated to wartime economic
opportunities Outside.

A hardcore of miners did remain. In the Kantishna, Joe Quigley and the Sourdoughs-Lloyd,
Taylor, McGonagall, and Anderson—along with Charles A. Trundy and a few others
continued lode prospecting, mainly for gold. These and earlier prospecting efforts had
discovered antimony deposits on Slate, Caribou, and Stampede creeks, and some ore was
extracted. But depressed market prices foiled the miners and the ore piles remained at the
sites, too expensive to ship.

Lillian Crosson, Fanny Quigley and Joe Crosson (left to right) at
Kantishna in the early 1930s. Joe Crosson was the first pilot to
land at the mining camp. Fanny Quigley Collection, UAF

This lode prospecting for gold and other minerals opened up the possibility of a bright future
—again, good, all-weather transportation could be developed. Not until after the war would
the Alaska Railroad and the spur roads and trails that it spawned bring this hope to any pitch
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of immediacy. But even then the isolation of the Kantishna and its neighboring districts
would continue to inhibit large-scale development. Fluctuating market prices for metals other
than gold added to the marginality of these distant prospects and mines, despite promising
quantities and assay values. [18]

Until 1924, with the passage of the Indian Citizenship Act, Denali region Indians seldom
engaged in mining as claim owners and operators. There were instances, as in the Valdez
Creek district, where Indians leased or worked shares on white-owned claims. [19] But the
legal status of Alaska Natives, set by the 1867 Treaty of Cession, forbad all but those totally
assimilated to the dominant culture (i.e., "citizens") from owning claims. Given the biases of
those times, few people of Native heritage qualified as citizens. [20]

Denali-region Natives worked as wage laborers, sometimes at the mines, more often in the
transportation, and supply systems that supported mining. The exceptional Native
entrepreneurial period of roadhouse, transportation, and hunting-fishing supply services in the
Kantishna-Minchumina Lake area (cited in Chapter 2) was largely a function of isolation and
a low level of economic activity, which was unattractive to non-Native enterprisers.

The philosophy of the Natives' subsistence way of life was to get enough meat and other
necessities for comfortable living. When wage-labor opportunities came with mining into
their areas, the Indians tended to adhere to that philosophy of moderation. Money was useful
to a point. But subjecting oneself to wage labor for cash beyond necessity—that is, the year's
store-bought supplies—made little sense. In fact it was nonsensical, because one had to hunt
and fish for the family's true necessities, and wage-work shortened time on the land for those
activities. Trapping, a more congenial way of earning cash than working for someone else,
also took time. The complaints of mine operators about the Indians' poor work attendance
took little account of this logic. Such complaints and such logic still contend today when
Native Alaskans respond to traditional calls back to the land.

That Natives often successfully incorporated the new economic opportunities into the larger
subsistence life-way was a positive adaptation. But some other effects of the breakdown of
isolation and the weakening of traditional patterns led to disaster: addiction to liquor (used by
unscrupulous traders to bilk the Natives of their furs); the spread of diseases (some with
catastrophic effect); and - because of time taken for trapping furs, thus neglecting hunting
and fishing - over-dependence on inferior store-bought foods. These, and much else in the
baggage of "civilization," led to decline of physical health, which, combined with imported
epidemics, caused die-offs of entire bands. Traditional social patterns of hunting, fishing, and
sharing the harvest of the land were wrenched if not destroyed by these tribulations and the
insidious workings of the cash economy. As elders died or their counsel was neglected,
traditional knowledge for competent life on the land lapsed. This process accelerated as
children went to schools (both mission and government), which, with few exceptions, worked
to eliminate Native beliefs and modes of life.

In the more isolated areas, and in those places where the boom and bust of mining and all
that came in its train was short-lived, the elders and the rudiments of tradition survived.
Then, if there was a pause in the march of progress, and if non-Native hunters and trappers
were not too numerous, Native families and bands could regroup to fashion a more balanced
accommodation between modern and traditional influences. These struggles still go on. [21]

At the end of the early mining period the Denali region was still an isolated backwash—a
few small mining camps and trading stations, connected with each other and the outer world
by tenuous trails of transport and communication. These trails were marked by the occasional
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roadhouse and scattered Native settlements. As the railroad approached, it spawned
construction camps that would become modem towns. It would open the way for big-time
coal mining on Healy Creek, just north of a new national park established by Congress in
1917 in the most remote part of the American land.
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CHAPTER 5:
CHARLES SHELDON AND THE MOUNT MCKINLEY
PARK MOVEMENT (continued)

With a sorrow he could not describe Sheldon left Denali and Alaska in the summer of 1908,
never to return. But the idea of a "Denali National Park" (so named in his journal entry of
January 12, 1908) [20] remained fresh in his mind. He envisioned accommodations and
facilities for travel that would allow visitors the same enjoyment and inspiration that he had
been privileged to experience. The essence of the park would be its heraldic display of
wildlife posed against stupendous mountain scenery.

Upon his return to New York, Sheldon broached the park idea to his friends in the Boone and
Crockett Club. He was heartened by their enthusiastic response. But all agreed that the time
was not ripe for a public campaign. Congressional interests had turned from conservation
issues, and the club, Sheldon included, had more urgent business to attend to. For the time
being the prospective park's remoteness, paired with the decline in nearby mining activity,
would have to suffice for its protection. [21] As Sheldon and his colleagues bided time they
refined the park concept.

Then in 1912, began a series of events that would vault the park proposal into the public
arena. That year Congress passed Alaska's second organic act, providing for territorial status.
To the existing offices of governor and non-voting delegate to Congress, the act added a
territorial legislature. This body offered a political focus for working with the people of
Alaska on the park proposal. Moreover, during the period of the park movement the delegate
to Congress would be Judge James Wickersham, a friend of Sheldon's and an occasional
dinner guest at Boone and Crockett Club affairs.

Tacked onto the organic act was a rider creating an Alaska Railroad Commission that would
report on "the best and most available routes for railroads in Alaska which would develop the
country and its resources." [22] President William Howard Taft appointed as chairman of this
commission Alfred Hulse Brooks, another old friend of Sheldon's through their association in
the Explorers Club. The commission quickly did its work and in early 1913 recommended
two railroads to the Interior: one from Cordova to Fairbanks via the Copper and Tanana
rivers, giving access to the Yukon Valley; the other from Seward via the Matanuska coalfield
and Susitna River, then over the Alaska Range into the Kuskokwim Valley, opening up
Alaska's second largest drainage system. After heated debates over the proposed routes and
the socialistic implications of a government-built and-operated railroad, a single compromise
route to Fairbanks via the Susitna and Nenana rivers was chosen. This route would tap both
the Matanuska and Nenana coal fields. And, through purchase, it would start off with 71
miles of privately built Alaska Northern Railroad track running from Seward to Turnagain
Arm of Cook Inlet, and another 39 miles of the Tanana Valley line from Fairbanks.

Fears of socialism subsided in Congress as railroad entrepreneurs testified in favor of a
government railroad to open up Alaska's Interior. They maintained that except for short
mining-associated railroads, private efforts had failed to overcome Alaska's terrain, climate,



Denali NP: Historic Resource Study (Chapter 5)

http://www.nps.gov/history/history/online_books/dena/hrs5a.htm[1/10/2013 3:53:58 PM]

and vast unpopulated spaces. A government railroad was essential if the Interior were to be
opened to commerce, homesteading, and general progress of the sort that had followed
railroad land grants and financial incentives in the Trans-Mississippi West. Finally the Alaska
Railroad Act passed Congress and President Woodrow Wilson signed it into law on March
12, 1914. [23]

The Congressional focus on Alaska legislation (organic act, railroad, coal leasing, land grant
college); [24] the certainty of increased market hunting to supply railroad construction camps
on the east side of the Denali region; and the prospects for gold-mining revival, coalfield
development, and town-building along the rail line—all leading to yet more depredations on
Denali's game—brought the park proposal to a head.

On September 21, 1915—with railroad construction already underway—the Boone and
Crockett Club formally resolved to endorse the proposal for creation of a Mount McKinley
National Park in Alaska. (Sheldon would continue to urge the name Denali, but Mount
McKinley won out.) Sheldon and Madison Grant comprised a committee to carry the
resolution into effect. Sheldon opened the campaign with letters to Delegate Wickersham and
his old friend Doctor Nelson of the Biological Survey. [25]

Sheldon brought Wickersham in by seeking his views on the park proposal and how it might
be received in Alaska, to which Wickersham promised careful consideration. But the letter to
Nelson was a detailed statement of strategy. After noting that the time was now ripe for
pushing the proposal and sketching boundaries that would "include a wide area of the best
sheep, caribou, and moose country," Sheldon confided to Nelson:

Before doing anything about it, I wish to go to Washington with the plan
complete as I wish to project it and win over Wickersham, the delegate from
Alaska. He was once a strong friend of mine and I have been careful to say
nothing publicly against him [in debates over the proposed Alaska Game Law],
always with a view to winning him to this project at the opportune time. After I
get him and the Secretary of the Interior and a few influential senators and
congressmen, I shall start the campaign by a B. and C. [Boone and Crockett
Club] dinner in Washington composed of congressmen and senators and others
specially with a view to this plan. I shall try to win over the Alaska people first.
You should say nothing about this yet, since I want to make Wickersham feel he
is the leading spirit of it etc. etc. . . . After the plan is well underway then my
successor on the Game Committee will have a definite object to work for. I
believe that the creating of a demand for this in Alaska will be the key to the
whole problem and perhaps I can assist in establishing this. . . . It is absolutely
necessary that it should not get out in any detail until I see Wickersham and so
arrange things that he will get the credit for the idea which the B. and C. Club
will stand behind and support.

The railroad which will reach that part of the country in two or three years makes
a good reason for the Park, if the game is to be preserved as a reserve for that
part of the country which is somewhat far for market hunters of Fairbanks. This
letter to you marks the date when the idea is launched. [26]

Sheldon's calculated approach was not frivolous intrigue. During the park proposal's gestation
the Boone and Crockett Club and other big game groups had been working with the
Biological Survey and Congress to strengthen the Alaska game code. A law of 1908, passed
over Alaskan objectives, had set bag limits to reduce the wholesale slaughter of bears and
other species, and it had established a system of game wardens, game-guide registration,
regulations, and permits to be administered by the territorial governor under the technical
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guidance of the Biological Survey. This law and the system it begat, including the inevitable
"bureaucratic absurdities" (e.g., a late waterfowl season that postdated southerly migrations
from northern Alaska), aroused Alaskan ire. The argument that Alaska's game was part of the
Nation's public domain immediately polarized national vs. local interests. Those who
subsisted on game, those who hunted for the town and camp markets—remote places where
beef could not be raised and cost a fortune when imported, and those who routinely killed
bears wherever found because they were "savage beasts" had no patience with Eastern
Establishment and federal interference. Successive territorial governors and the territorial
legislature after 1912 reflected overwhelming Alaskan sentiment when they called for home
rule over Alaska's wild creatures. "Arrogant cheechako" (i.e., greenhorn, especially of the
Eastern variety) battled "local bar-room bear hunter" over the fate of Alaska's wildlife, in a
frame of argumentation little changed to the present day.

The onset of World War I—which among other things caused inflation and diverted shipping
from Alaskan waters, further stressing tenuous supply lines—exacerbated the struggle
between stateside conservationists and Alaskans. The latter called for a ban on all hunting
restrictions so they would not starve or be bankrupted by "the beef monopoly." [27]

The first hints of this wartime game preservation battle—which would become nationwide—
registered in Alaska even before the United States entered the war in April 1917. This was
partly a result of vastly increased U.S. ship-borne trade with the Allies centered on food and
war material.

In this heated atmosphere Sheldon and Doctor Nelson would advocate a middle course
toward market hunting that recognized Alaskan difficulties but would yet avert lasting
damage to Alaskan wildlife (e.g., game shot legally could be sold). But other conservationists
stood firm on the main tenet of game preservation in this country: no commercial hunting.
[28]

Thus, from the inception of the park idea to its enactment, the Mount McKinley park refuge
proposal had to dodge and weave through a political minefield of strenuous opposition in
Alaska. In addition, the conservation community itself would split over compromises on
hunting that were the price paid for critical Alaskan support for both realistic hunting controls
and a Mount McKinley National Park. The adamant and inflexible William T. Hornaday of
the New York Zoo and the Permanent Wildlife Fund would brook no bending of the ban on
commercial hunting. Sheldon and Doctor Nelson viewed him as intemperate, a potential
derailer of those moderate game-and park-law provisions essential for any controls over
Alaska's game. All those who understood the situation in Alaska knew that absolute solutions
would fail in the vast territory with its mere handful of game wardens. [29]

In this context of larger affairs—international, national, and territorial—political acumen was
essential to the life of the park movement and its successful conclusion. Proponents had to
play both ends against the middle with perfect timing. For example, the respected Stephen
Capps of the U.S. Geological Survey reported that market hunters were taking 1500 to 2000
Dall sheep from Denali's Toklat and Teklanika basins each year. This disturbing news,
published in the National Geographic Magazine in January 1917, helped push the park bill
through Congress the very next month.

As there were dangers, there were also opportunities when the Mount McKinley park
movement began in 1915. That same year conservation-minded Secretary of the Interior
Franklin K. Lane invited his former college classmate Stephen T. Mather to come down to
Washington and run the national parks himself if he didn't like the way others were doing it,
as Mather had complained in a letter. Indeed, administration of the 13 existing national parks,
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plus several national monuments and other units, left much to be desired. No system as such
existed. Rules varied from park to park. Superintendents and custodians a were a mix of
military and civilian personnel. Some of the latter, being local political appointees, made up
their own rules as they went along. Loose guidance from successive Secretaries of the
Interior meant that nobody was really in charge. The parks were orphans of the federal
government. [30] Secretary Lane, reflecting the aggressive executive-branch philosophy of
the Wilson administration, wanted to change this.

Mather came to the department from a background of successful business and newspaper
experience. He was 47, dynamic, and financially independent—ready to perform public
service for the wildlands he loved. As Lane's assistant for National Parks Mather teamed up
with Horace M. Albright—a young research assistant who had been studying the condition
of the parks for Lane. Their joint objective was to get Congressional sanction for a National
Park Service that would manage the parks and monuments as a system. This reform became
reality in August 1916 with passage of the National Park Service Act. Mather became
Director and Albright Assistant Director of the new bureau. [31]

Into this activist and expansionist camp came Sheldon's proposal for a new national park in
Alaska. As it turned out, Mount McKinley would become the first national park admitted to
the system after creation of the National Park Service.

Proposed boundaries for Mount McKinley National Park, 1916-1917. Kauffmann,
Mount McKinley National Park, Map 1.

Sheldon wrote to Mather on December 15, 1915, using the Boone and Crockett Club's Game
Preservation Committee letterhead, which listed such conservation luminaries as Sheldon
himself (chairman), Charles H. Townsend, E.W. Nelson, and George Bird Grinnell. Sheldon
described his visits to the Denali region, his love of its wilderness and wildlife attributes. He
said that on this continent only the Grand Canyon could compare to the "region of the Alaska
Range for the grandeur of the scenery and the topographical interest . . . From his first visit,
Sheldon related, he had "believed that someday this region must be made a national park."
The imminence of railroad construction made this time "peculiarly auspicious" for legislation
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because the proposed park's "vast reservoir of game" would otherwise be destroyed to supply
meat for the construction camps. The park's status as a game reservation would have to be
made explicit in any bill. Interests of miners on the fringes of the park would have to be
protected. But the boundaries Sheldon had recommended should exclude significant areas of
mineralization from the park. It was essential that Delegate Wickersham be assured that his
local constituents would be protected. Only then would Wickersham introduce the park bill,
giving it Alaska's stamp of approval. The Boone and Crockett Club would stand behind the
effort and assist in its passage through Congress. Sheldon then proposed a meeting with
Mather to be followed by presentation of the proposal to Secretary Lane. The letter ended
with a note of urgency: Postponement of action on Mount McKinley National Park could
lead to destruction of its wildlife values, the key reason for designating such a park in the
remote Alaska wilderness. [32] This letter defined the substance of the struggle for park
legislation and the counterpoint arguments of the opposition. Mather endorsed the proposal
without quibble, accepted associate membership in the Boone and Crockett Club, and on
January 6, 1916, addressed the club's members in terms of his and Secretary Lane's full
support for Sheldon's plan. [33]

The park idea soon captured the imagination of a significant part of the Eastern elite,
including government leaders and scientists in the conservation and wildlife preservation
fields. It was a simpler time, those early years of the century. The excessive layerings of
today's government did not exist. Movers and shakers in business and government
interlocked through their schools, career paths, and clubs. Phone calls and hastily scribbled
notes sufficed to align key people when a change of course or a tactical diversion was
necessary to steer a piece of legislation, as the McKinley park proposal would demonstrate.

Coincidentally, as the park movement got underway, Belmore Browne of the Camp Fire
Club of America independently evolved a similar plan for the Denali region's preservation.
When he presented his proposal in Washington he was surprised to find the Boone and
Crockett Club and his friend Charles Sheldon already in the field. Quickly the two clubs
joined forces and brought into the fold the American Game Protective and Propagation
Association, whose president, John B. Burnham, would become overall coordinator of the
legislative effort.

Alaska delegate Wickersham—always conscious of the needs of his Alaskan constituency—
saw the advantages of the park in bringing visitors to Alaska from around the world. He
would introduce the park bill in the House in the spring of 1916. Thomas B. Riggs of the
Alaska Engineering Commission (and later governor of Alaska) saw the park as an aid to the
fledgling Alaska Railroad, whose 400-mile wilderness route from Anchor age to Fairbanks
would benefit from tourist traffic. He would, with Sheldon and Browne, draft the park bill,
using Sheldon's recommended boundaries. With remarkable speed the teamwork of the three
clubs and the inside help of Lane and Mather at Interior propelled the park bill into the hands
of receptive legislators and onto the legislative docket. Wickersham's bill in the House,
introduced April 16, 1916, was matched by an identical companion bill introduced by Senator
Key Pittman of Nevada.

Then momentum slowed as amendments unacceptable to Wickersham and other members of
Congress jammed progress. These difficulties would be overcome, finally. But yet another
hitch doomed the House bill in 1916. The House Committee on Public Lands, following an
informal rule, would report favorably on no more than two national park bills in a single
session. Just as the McKinley bill got close, two other park bills were reported, so the House
delayed action. Pittman's Senate bill, however, passed unanimously.

When Congress resumed in January 1917 the park-bill proponents were ready. Their work
during the Congressional recess resulted in piles of letters and editorials favoring creation of
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the park. Dr. Stephen Capps' supportive article in the January 1917 National Geographic
Magazine also greeted the returning Congressmen. It stressed the urgency of stopping market
hunting before Mount McKinley's wildlife was killed off. Several legislators attended the first
National Park Conference, staged largely for their benefit, hearing pleas for the Mount
McKinley legislation by Sheldon, Browne, and Mather, among others. Earlier committee
hearings on the bill had given proponents another forum. The bill passed on February 19.
And—in recognition of his park idea and tireless efforts to bring it to fruition—Charles
Sheldon was delegated to deliver the act personally to President Wilson, who signed it on
February 26, 1917, and gave the pen to Sheldon. [34]

Many years later Horace Albright recalled a footnote to this triumph: Sheldon had moved
from Vermont to Washington to shepherd the park bill through. During the climax of the
legislative process he had haunted the halls of the Capitol and mobilized his cohorts for the
final push. Finally, he took a day off, and that was the day the bill passed. Next day,
Albright, acting as Park Service director at the time, saw Sheldon approaching his office,
jumped up, grabbed his hand, and congratulated him for leading the creation of this great
park. For his part, Sheldon stood aghast. Unaware of the bill's passage he had dropped by
simply to check progress. His day off made him miss the vote. "He kicked himself the rest of
his life that that was the one day he didn't go up there." [35]

The Mount McKinley National Park Act reserved some 2,200 square miles laid out in a
rough parallelogram nearly 100 miles long and averaging 25 miles wide, running from the
southwest to the northeast. At its upper end it expanded to the north to include the
mountainous sheep and caribou country of the Toklat and Teklanika drainages. The
boundaries excluded the Kantishna mining district and the forested moose country to the
northwest where many miners wintered and hunted. The park captured the ridgeline of the
Alaska Range, which backdropped the bordering piedmont plateau, the great valley of the
Denali Fault, and the north-side outer ranges crossed by the north-flowing Toklat and
Teklanika rivers.

As Sheldon himself described the park, it was a country

mostly above timberline, and yet with tongues of timber extending up the rivers.
Outside of the rough ranges are gently rolling hills, hundreds of little straggling
lakes, a region which, when roads are once established there, and conveniences
for tourists, you can ride all over it with horses. It is accessible in every part, and
the game of the region will be constantly in sight, a thing which is not true of
most of the regions of our other national parks. [36]

The price of this idyllic vision had been compromise. Delegate Wickersham had promised to
protect his constituents in Alaska, and he did so. In addition to the Kantishna and northerly
hunting-ground exclusions (which cut into the extended ranges of Denali wildlife), the law
provided that prospectors and miners could locate new mining claims within the park. They
could also "take and kill game therein for their actual necessities when short of food," but not
for sale or wantonly. [37]

Amendments proposed by some conservationists to give the Interior Secretary greater
regulatory control over these mining-related provisions had proved inimical to the bill's
passage. Wickersham dug in his heels and was suspected of pushing the House Committee to
render favorable reports on two other national park proposals, thus using up its first session
quota and killing the McKinley bill in 1916. But the pragmatism of Sheldon, Burnham, and
Grinnell, among others, led to withdrawal of such amendments, and the bill proceeded to
passage in the second session. These and other maneuvers lend a chess-game intricacy to the
trail of correspondence during this period, much of it in the Mount McKinley Correspondence
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File (1916-24) in the National Archives.

The practical views of the chief sponsors, plus the urgency of protecting Mount McKinley's
splendid assemblage of wildlife from the construction and development impacts of the
railroad, had pushed the Mount McKinley proposal to enactment. Without that urgency—
given plausibility by the repute of the chief sponsors, and by earlier revelations of wanton
slaughter during the Alaska game code hearings—it is doubtful that the bill would have gone
through. Alaska was a remote wilderness territory except along the coast and the major
rivers. What need for a park designation in the mountainous Interior? Certainly the high
mountains—girt by sub-ranges, vast gorges, and immense glaciers—needed no protection. So
it boiled down to the wildlife, as the Congressional-hearings testimony amply demonstrates.
[38]

Visitors would view that wildlife, which, with the mountains, composed that living landscape
that had so moved Sheldon and shaped his vision. The utility of a great, unhunted game
refuge in Alaska's center lent practicality to a proposal esthetic at its core. Here would be a
reservoir of animals, which, upon overflow to surrounding regions, would supply the staunch
miners and pioneers at frontier's edge. Thus would development of the country proceed
apace, aided by visitors to the park whose locally expended funds would fuel progress, and
whose enchantment with the country might lead to their own or others settlement there. [39]

On paper, all of this seemed certain to come about. But having created the park, Congress
then rested. Minuscule appropriations proposed by the National Park Service and the Interior
Department failed of passage. The war and immediate postwar turmoil had much to do with
this. Whatever the causes, the park would suffer from this neglect.

Within a day of two of the President's signing of the park act, Sheldon had dashed off a note
to Mr. Grinnell: ". . . I have been working to have included in the Sundry Acct.
appropriations bill 10,000.00 for protection of the park and surveying the East North South
and West line so that the game areas will be known." [40] But as Sheldon feared, the
confusion of the last days of the session sidetracked this minor bit of business. The park
would remain vacant of protectors, unmarked on the ground, and prey to poachers for more
than 4 years.

During this interval, letters to Sheldon from his Alaska friends reported that poaching in
Mount McKinley Park was on the increase. Railroad construction and the towns that sprang
from its camps pushed on the park. So did the mining camps rejuvenated by the railroad. The
National Park Service, frustrated by failure of its funding requests, arranged with the
Governor of Alaska to have his wardens visit the park occasionally, but these rare inspections
yielded nothing of protection, only evidence of the need for it.

In a resolution of January 10, 1919, the Boone and Crockett Club respectfully urged that
Congress appropriate not less than $10,000 for a ranger force, with proper quarters and
equipment, to protect the wild animals of the park, with a final paragraph that chided the
Congress for its 2-year delay. [41] Five days later the Camp Fire Club of America issued a
similar resolution. [42]

Territorial Governor Thomas Riggs, upon receipt of a copy of the Camp Fire Club resolution,
wrote to the Interior Department requesting aid for the park so that its function as a game
reservoir for the surrounding country, and its wildlife attraction for tourists, would be
protected. Interior's Assistant Secretary John Hallowell responded to Governor Riggs with
assurances that the Department had consistently pressed for appropriations for the park. He
quoted Park Service Director Mather's memorandum in response to the Governor's plea: ". . .
ever since the creation of the park, we have each fall submitted, with our other park
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estimates, one for Mount McKinley, to the amount of $10,000, the limitation placed in the
organic act." Hallowell concluded his letter to Riggs with the hope that the House
Appropriations Committee would see the light in the coming year, but warned that the war-
debt problem was making many useful projects postponable. [43] Still there was no result.

More than a year later, on November 17, 1920, Sheldon wrote to Grinnell:

. . . to me the worst news is that the game, particularly the sheep, in the
McKinley Park are rapidly being killed off by the market hunters. . . [and the
new influx of miners to the Kantishna]. Unless all the clubs in N.Y. and
Burnham get together and make a drive for an appropriation this winter, there is
serious danger to the game, particularly as the railroad will reach there soon. [44]

A month later, in a letter to the House Committee on Appropriations, Sheldon cited all of the
above, including fears that renewed mining activity in the Kantishna might cause a full-scale
rush that would "add to the slaughter already going on there." He concluded with the
information that "plans for a wagon road to this region have been completed." [45]

The conservationists' bombardment and the desperate efforts of Steve Mather and Horace
Albright finally jolted Congress to action. An $8,000 appropriation was passed for 1921. The
park's pioneer era would soon begin.
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Denali
Historic Resource Study

CHAPTER 6:
CONDITIONS IN ALASKA IN THE WORLD WAR I
AND POSTWAR PERIODS (continued)

Construction of the Alaska Railroad was a major engineering and logistical feat. All of the
classic Alaskan conditions of remoteness, terrain, and climate opposed, obstructed, and only
grudgingly surrendered to the small army that surveyed, supplied, and built the railroad.

Beginning in 1915, the Alaska Engineering Commission (AEC), an Interior Department
agency run by U.S. Army engineers, deployed the men and material for the giant task. From
construction headquarters at the tent city that became Anchorage, the line pushed northward
to tap Matanuska Valley coal, which would fuel the railroad locomotives and machinery.
Along the line two different kinds of crews did the work: ABC-hired laborers built bridges
and laid track; contract "station gangs" did the preliminary clearing, grading, and excavation.
[10] The crews, working toward each other from Anchorage and the northern construction
headquarters at Nenana, used every mode of frontier transportation: dogs and sleds, horse-
drawn double-ender sledges and wagons, pack animals, and boats. Once track was laid trains
shuttled supplies for the next increment. [11]

Nenana during the 1920s. D.F. Sherriff Collection, ASL.

People flocked to the construction camps for work. Quickly built (and as soon abandoned)
roadhouses, offering amenities unavailable at the camps, sprang up along the way as workers
and camp followers progressed with the railroad. Towns established at major river crossings
(e.g., Nenana, Talkeetna), at division or section points (Curry, Cantwell), and at coal mining
centers (Healy) would survive the construction era.

By late 1920 the gap between north and south ends of steel—between Healy and the Susitna
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River crossing—still stretched nearly 100 miles. [12] Centered on the Broad Pass area, this
was the part of the railroad route that passed through what geologist George Eldridge had
earlier described as "one of the grandest ranges on the North American Continent." Here, too,
was some of the most difficult construction on the line.

These miles contain Hurricane Gulch and Riley Creek—deep incisions that required great
steel bridges (still in use today). At Moody on the park's northeastern corner, a sliding
mountain would require constant stabilization and periodic grade reconstruction. The 5 miles
between Moody and Healy traversed the Nenana River Gorge, a place of tunnels and cliff-
perched track overlooking turbulent waters that tear at the walls of the entrenched glacial
river.

Teams hauling the mail, and a locomotive, through the Nenana River canyon in
February 1921. Alaska Railroad Collection, AMHA

Alaska Railroad engine crossing the Tanana River on the ice at Nenana, just prior to
completion of the railroad. Frederick C. Mears Collection, UAF.
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In spring 1921, the AEC's chief engineer Col. Frederick Mears decided to close the gap in the
line with day-and-night track-laying and trestle construction. Hurricane Gulch (Mile 284 on
the railroad), Riley Creek (Mile 347), and the Nenana River Gorge south of Healy (Mile 358)
posed the greatest hurdles. [13]

Standard gauge track laid southward from Nenana connected that river supply point and the
large construction base camp at Healy. Now the crews forced the heavy rock work in the
canyon, carving platforms for track from the cliffs, penetrating rock buttresses with tunnels.
Other crews continued grading south—beyond the gorge and past the park entrance at Riley
Creek to Mile 335. [14]

When winter came the Nenana River's ice made a highway for transport of heavy equipment
through the gorge. Horse-drawn rolling stock, draglines, and camp equipment and supplies
speeded track laying from the upper end of the canyon to the north bank of Riley Creek at
Mile 347. In describing the hard push through the gorge, ABC engineer E.J. Cronin asserted,
"The Pharaohs of Egypt, in building the pyramids, faced no greater difficulties and hardships
than did the crews under Superintendent of Construction Bill Packer in completing this
project." [15]

No less difficult had been the bridge across Hurricane Gulch, fabricated and erected for the
AEC by the American Bridge Company. This single-track bridge had to span a chasm more
than 900 feet across and 300 feet deep. A great arch 384 feet long provided the central
support, with 120-foot riveted-truss deck spans at either end, extended at the north end by a
240-foot-long steel viaduct. Using the cantilever method, the arch was started at both ends,
each end held to the shore by steel backstays. Since track and material approached Hurricane
Gulch from the south, the builders had to transfer the north-end materials across the gorge by
two methods: 1) cableway transfer, and 2) erecting cranes on each end of the advancing arch
to lower and pick up materials from the gulch floor. An ingenious system of telescopic
backstays, shims, and hydraulic jacks allowed fine adjustments so the two halves of the arch
could be fitted and closed into permanent position, which occurred without a hitch. Earlier a
specially made steel tape, corrected for temperature, had been stretched between the approach
spans under a tension of 50 pounds to get the precise 384-foot arch-length measurement.
Erection of the bridge started in early June 1921. Sixty working days later the first train
passed over the structure and track-laying commenced north of the gulch. [16]

Crane work at Nenana, ca. 1921. Stephen Foster Collection, UAF.
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The Tanana River bridge, at Nenana, under construction. Alaska Railroad Collection,
AMHA.

Completion of the huge bridge across the Tanana River at Nenana would wait until February
1923. But train ferries and tracks across river ice had already made the Tanana crossing
operational. By late December 1921 only one gap remained to prevent trains from traveling
the entire 470 miles between Seward and Fairbanks. That gap was Riley Creek at the
entrance to Mount McKinley National Park. Crews from north and south had brought their
respective ends of steel to the embankments flanking this deep-cut stream, but more than 900
feet separated them. The bridging of Riley Creek with a structure part steel viaduct and part
timber-frame trestle focused the construction energies of the AEC, for this was the final
operational link. The big construction camp on the south bank of Riley Creek overflowed
with laborers and engineers. In about a month they finished the bridge and laid the last rails,
thus achieving, as the New York Times of February 3, 1922, would proclaim, "the practical
completion of one of the most difficult engineering projects undertaken by the United States
Government." [17]
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Railroad bridge and sternwheelers at Nenana, during the 1947 break-up season.
Alaska Railroad Collection, AMHA.

In fact, much remained to be done. Hasty construction, inadequate ballasting, and
replacement of temporary wood trestles with steel would force the equivalent of
reconstruction over many sections of the line. Severe maintenance and repair problems
caused by snow avalanches, earthquakes and slides, frost-heave, and other Alaska dynamics
would always drain the railroad's budget. From earliest operations, deficits between income
and outgo would invite critical Congressional reviews. But the government owned-and-
operated Alaska Railroad did what it was intended to do. It connected Alaska's vast Interior
with Seward's ice-free port, and, by ocean ships, with Seattle and the rest of the world. In
conjunction with spur wagon roads and trails, it stimulated mining in isolated districts. With
its low-cost freighting capacity it made possible vast, long-term dredging operations for
reworking the Fairbanks placer fields. It spawned towns and agricultural enterprise. It
revolutionized Interior river transportation, making Nenana the queen city of Yukon-drainage
steamboating. Few informed persons expected more, and such persons wrote off the road's
deficits as a debt owed to a neglected frontier, the price paid to generate social and industrial
productivity in a remote and detached province. Twenty years later the railroad would
become a strategic link in the winning of World War II, aiding in the repulse of Japanese
invaders and hauling fuel for the aircraft ferry operations across Alaska and Siberia to the
Russo-German front. [18]
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The Alaska Railroad during the 1930s. Prince, The Alaska Railroad in Pictures,
591.

The railroad provided a north-south transportation backbone from tidewater to the Yukon. In
the Denali region's upland country, far from deep-river ports, its effect would be multiplied
by a feeder rail spur to the Healy coal mines, and wagon roads and trails that extended like
ribs to east and west. This effect was intended and planned.

Col. James Steese of the Alaska Road Commission (ARC) and Col. Frederick Mears of the
AEC had corresponded on this matter during the railroad's construction. In anticipation of the
laying of steel the ARC conducted road-and-trail surveys and requested appropriations for
their construction.

This was a mutually beneficial collaboration between the two territorial agencies, one (ABC)
lodged in the Interior Department, the other (ARC) in the War Department, both run by Army
engineers. The ARC had been charged by Congress at its founding in 1905 to provide
transportation relief to the isolated sections of the territory, particularly those mining districts
beyond easy reach of steamboat freighting. The AEC had been charged with construction and
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profitable operation of a railroad that would connect three small towns (Seward, Anchorage,
Fairbanks) over nearly 500 miles of commercially unpopulated wilderness—with potential,
but only if made accessible.

The mutual interests of the two agencies were conveniently summarized in a 1921 letter from
the AEC's engineer-in-charge at Anchorage to AEC Chairman Colonel Mears:

I have read with considerable interest your exchange of communications with
Colonel Steese of the Alaska Road Commission, regarding the construction of
wagon roads and trails in Alaska, more particularly those roads and trails which
may be considered as feeders to the new Government Railroad.

It goes without question that a main line passing through a more or less barren
country, even though it may join populous sections, is working at a very great
disadvantage. It, in a measure, resembles a bridge across a large stream from
which there is little or no revenue and there is always considerable expense
against it for operation. This, in fact, is the character of our road between
Anchorage and Nenana, or shall I say, perhaps between Wasilla and Nenana.
Through this intermediate section there are vast latent possibilities in the way of
mines and agriculture which will produce little or no interest in the way of
revenue to our road until joined to it by some means of transportation.

Engineer F.D. Browne continued with a discussion of the advantages to the railroad of
tapping lode-mining districts, which had to ship bulk quartz ore to smelters:

Such a region is the Kantishna mining district, situated westerly from Mile 350
on the Government Railroad. A portion of the McKinley Park is traversed in
reaching the Kantishna center of activity and a road in there, from whatever
point may be selected on the railroad as a junction, will undoubtedly be one of
the most favorable for the creation of an early tonnage for the road. All who
have examined this territory declare that there is immense tonnage of valuable
ore in sight. Even though this were not made available for some little time, it is
no less important that McKinley Park be made available to the public and that a
start be made in opening up the country adjacent to the head waters of the
Iditarod and Kuskokwim Rivers via a route which shall pass near Lake
Minchumina. Such a through line would be accessory to the proposed route
through Rainy Pass to McGrath and Ophir and need in nowise conflict as two
immense territories would be opened by the two different routes. This road into,
and perhaps to be extended beyond, the Kantishna district, I believe, is the first
and most important one that should be undertaken by the Alaska Road
Commission.

..........

I believe that every effort should be made to induce Congress to appropriate
funds for the extension of the railroad, and even under the assumption that this is
promptly and willingly granted, that no less importance be given the necessity of
improving and extending all wagon roads and trails adjacent to the railroad that
they may be producing tonnage and make the railroad what it should be, i.e., a
unit in the development of Alaska. [19]
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McGrath, on the upper Kuskokwim, in 1919. McGrath was the first sizable village
west of the park. Stephen Foster Collection, UAF.

This letter's explicit reference to McKinley Park tourist access would produce a three-way
collaboration between the AEC, the ARC, and the National Park Service (NPS). All three
agencies would requite their distinct objectives from the park road that connected the railroad
with the Kantishna district: bulk-haul and tourist-traffic revenue for the AEC, provision of
miners' transportation relief by ARC, and visitor access into the park for the NPS, which
would set the standards for the road through the park and provide appropriated funds for its
construction by the ARC.

Other roads and trails based on the railroad would include the road west from Talkeetna to
the Cache Creek-Yentna district, a bobsled trail east from Cantwell to the Valdez Creek
district, a trail from Kobe to the Bonnifield district, and various feeders off the old mail trail
between Fairbanks-Nenana and McGrath, including the Lignite-Kantishna trail and the
Kobe-Knight's Roadhouse trail. [20]

In September 1920 ARC engineer Hawley Sterling made a reconnaissance for a wagon road
from the railroad to Kantishna. His purpose was to select the best route from a number
suggested by miners in the district. Petitioners included Charles A. Trundy, U.S.
Commissioner at Kantishna; K.E. Casperis, engineer for Mt. McKinley Gold Placers; and,
according to ARC's Colonel Steese, "the most substantial operators in the Kantishna
District," Joe Dalton, Joe Quigley, and Ed Brooker. [21]

In a 1921 letter to James Wickersham, Colonel Steese stated the objectives of ARC regarding
transportation relief for the Kantishna miners: Interim relief would continue to be provided by
keeping the winter dog trails open from the rail line to Kantishna, and by improving the
wagon road from the Kantishna River's head of navigation at Roosevelt. The ultimate relief
depended on construction of a first-class wagon road from the railroad to Kantishna. Steese
noted "very violent advocacy" for various routes all along the rail corridor from Talkeetna to
Nenana. (One petition called for a wagon road across main-range icefields!). With severely
limited funds ARC could not indulge all these interests, but would have to choose only one
best route. [22]

As it turned out, the 1920 survey and report by Hawley Sterling forced the decision on that
one best route. Sterling tested two tracks. He went out by the "lower route" from Lignite to
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Toklat River and on to Kantishna via Clearwater Fork and Canyon, Caribou, Glacier, and
Moose Creeks.

He returned by the Riley Creek or "upper route" through the high passes traversed by today's
park road, coming out at what would soon be McKinley Station on the railroad.

The first McKinley Park station, in 1922, was a converted Tanana Valley Railroad
car. R.T. Nichols, the first station agent and postmaster, is shown at right. Alaska
Railroad Collection, AMHA.

In reporting the pros and cons of the two routes (the lower route at 2200 feet average
elevation; the upper at 2800 feet) he contrasted the swamps and glacial muck over 50 percent
of the lower route with the drier, harder ground of the upper route. Much better timber on the
upper route would aid in bridge-building over streamcourses. Despite the lower route being
shorter, construction and maintenance costs would be higher, for sidehill stretches across
glacial-muck slopes would require constant gravelling and reconstruction in places where
gravel sources were far distant. Because of extensive dry and naturally gravelled reaches
along the upper route (and better gravel sources for wet-ground base material) the initial
wagon road could be easily improved for automobile and truck traffic. The lower route could
never be more than a mediocre wagon road.

Upper-route stream crossings would be fewer and shorter. Better grades, generally, and less
steep cutbanks at stream crossings would allow a smaller work force, for most of the work
could be done with teams and graders. This was an important consideration in labor-poor
Alaska.

Finally, the upper route offered a natural gateway into Mount McKinley National Park. This
would benefit the railroad through tourist-traffic income. And it offered the possibility of
funding assistance from the National Park Service, thus stretching ARC's limited dollars. [23]
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The park and surrounding area, drawn shortly after the 1922 park expansion. Rand
McNally, Rand McNally Guide to Alaska and Yukon, 8-9.

It would be difficult to overestimate the importance for regional and park history of Hawley
Sterling's report. It forged into one the three distinct interests of the ARC, the ABC, and the
NPS, leading directly to the 1922 NPS-ARC road-construction agreement, which was aided
and abetted by the ABC. By selecting the upper route through the park for the transportation
artery between the railroad and the Kantishna district, Sterling's report produced a kind of
shotgun wedding between the miners and the NPS, one that over the years demonstrated the
stresses of such forced alliances.

Because it was a long and difficult project—dragged out further by skimpy funding—
construction of the park road consumed ARC energies on the north flank of the Denali
region. Steese's original intent to push the road southwesterly into the Kuskokwim drainage
was never realized. Alternate routes, such as through Rainy Pass, never got beyond primitive
trails. Moreover, upon completion and upgrading of the park road for auto and truck traffic
(plus the increased reliance on airplanes in the Thirties) even river transport and winter trails
in the Kantishna area faded except for occasional hauls of ore with tractors.
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Thus the park road emerged as the only significant surface connection between the railroad
and mining and other interests beyond the park's northwest boundary. This circumstance
inevitably produced conflict between the park and these economic interests.

The eventual 90 miles of park road, bought and paid for by NPS appropriations, was from the
NPS viewpoint primarily a visitor access road. Only incidentally, in that view, was it a link in
an industrial transportation system, whose other links were a railroad loading platform at
McKinley Station and a 6-mile spur road to Kantishna beyond the park boundary. From other
viewpoints, particularly the miners', the primacy of the road's industrial function was self
evident. In their view NPS restrictions to preserve the scenic and wildlife-viewing function
for visitors created red tape and bottlenecks.

McKinley Park station and display booth, August 3, 1930. Alaska Railroad
Collection, AMHA.

Thus a mutually beneficial and fiscally efficient interagency agreement of 1922 built a dual-
purpose road whose built-in conflicts have haunted park management up to the present day.
From the time of its completion in 1938, the park road has been pressed into plans and
schemes to equalize its park and economic functions, and—because the road remains the
only surface access to this part of the country—to proliferate its functions at Kantishna and
beyond.

Today's conservation concerns over the fate of the park road can be neatly summarized: The
growing momentum of added economic purposes threatens the fragile balance that allows
visitors to view the park's wildlife against its mountain scenery. Given the park founders'
charge to preserve this scenery/wildlife combination the NPS has had to stand in opposition
to these schemes. This historical progression, with all its present portents, had its origins in
Hawley Sterling's 1920 report to the road commissioners.
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Denali
Historic Resource Study

CHAPTER 7:
THE PIONEER PARK (continued)

On April 12, 1921, Director Mather sent a 10-page letter of instructions to Harry Karstens,
formalizing the multifaceted charge that Karstens took on with Mount McKinley's
superintendency. Much of the letter shows the hand of Arno B. Cammerer, Mather's
administrative right hand and patient mentor to Karstens. But aside from details about
Karstens' interim appointment as ranger-at-large until funds came on July 1, accountability of
funds, budget preparation, and the like, the letter's substance was pure Mather. Taking into
account the mining and hunting compromises that burdened the park's establishment act,
Mather noted that special regulations adjusted to these factors would soon follow. Karstens
would apply general and specific NPS policies at Mount McKinley with " . . . tact, good
judgment, firmness, fearlessness, and a cool head at all times." He would proceed gradually
with enforcement—explaining and warning before charging and arresting. All persons,
whether permanent on the land or visitors, would be treated with respect and courtesy.
Violators of the law—poachers and trespassers—would be removed with only such "violence
as may be necessary, with an admonition not to repeat the offense." Karstens would get to
know park neighbors, officials in other agencies, the U.S. District Attorney in Fairbanks, and
potential concession operators who could provide services to visitors. He would canvass local
people to find a suitable man for assistant ranger. And he would report his work regularly to
the Director. [5]

This would be a ticklish business. Karstens would stand alone in this huge and totally
undeveloped wilderness park, itself nested in a vast surround of wildness. He would bring
with him a public lands philosophy still new in the States and completely alien to Alaskan
attitudes and experience. Likewise new and alien were the laws and regulations with which
Karstens would apply and enforce that philosophy. Of local precedent and backup he had
none. Steve Mather concluded his letter to Karstens with the promise of all possible support
from Washington. Then he said with somber understatement, "The rest is up to you." [6]

The core of the Service's philosophy derived from the Yellowstone National Park Act of
1872 and the National Park Service Act of 1916. Horace Albright, with the aid of the
Nation's leading conservationists, had translated these graven statutory tables into a letter
setting forth the policy objectives and management principles that would govern the Service.
On May 13, 1918, Interior Secretary Franklin K. Lane sent this letter to NPS Director
Mather, thus formalizing the Service's charter.

The chief principle was that "Every activity of the Service is subordinate to the duties
imposed upon it to faithfully preserve the parks for posterity in essentially their natural state."
Only those commercial activities specifically authorized by law or permitted for the
accommodation and pleasure of visitors would be allowed. In its own planning, development,
and operations the Service would avoid the inroads of modern civilization so that unspoiled
bits of native America could be experienced by present and future generations. Where
improvements were necessary, they would be designed to harmonize with the landscape.
Hunting, timbering, grazing, and other consumptive uses would be disallowed or phased out,
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consistent with law. Private inholdings, especially those seriously hampering the
administration of these reservations, likewise would be phased out over time by purchase or
donation. [7]

Armed with such notions, Karstens surely had his work cut out for him. Alaskans were used
to using at their pleasure the whole spread of the essentially unsupervised public domain,
which constituted all but a few parcels of Alaska's huge territory. Now someone, albeit one
of their own, would be telling them to "stop and git," and arresting them if they didn't.
Karstens' first imperative was to protect the park's wildlife. This was policy. In the Director's
Annual Report for 1919, Mather had informed the Secretary and the Congress that:

It will not be the policy of the National Park Service to immediately open this
park to tourists; in fact, several years may elapse before any program for
developing the scenic and recreational features of the park is adopted. We are
interested now only in the preservation of the caribou, mountain sheep, and other
animals that make this region their home . . . . [8]

To protect the park Karstens needed a base camp accessible to both the railroad—his line of
access and supply—and the park itself. McKinley Station on the railroad near the Riley
Creek-Nenana River junction had to be the location, for it was the topographically
determined entrance to the park. The original configuration of the park placed its nearest
boundary some 16 miles west of McKinley Station. Even after Congress extended the park to
within 3 miles of the station on January 30, 1922, Karstens had to secure an administrative
corridor to assure his unhampered access to the park and an entrance for "a main artery road
through the upper passes," which Karstens cited in his June 1921 report to the Director as
"the park's most urgent need."

Eventually, executive orders gave him the corridor and land upon which to build his base
camp, but not before the expenditure of much blood and sweat over strategically placed
homesteads that temporarily blocked his plans. From this base camp—with its cabins, barns,
and kennels—Karstens and his men (when he got them) could range the boundaries and the
choice hunting grounds, tracking, warning, and, if necessary, arresting wrongdoers.

After a summer 1921 swing into the park with pack horses—touching bases with his old
Kantishna comrades and explaining the park and its regulations—Karstens began to
scrounge, beg, and borrow tools and materials for the base camp. He made a deal with Pat
Lynch, who agreed to relinquish his homestead on Riley Creek at the south end of the
railroad bridge, so Karstens had a place to build. This site had been used by the AEC for its
Riley Creek-bridge construction camp. From this and other abandoned camps, Karstens
salvaged buildings and equipment for his own camp. This location in the creek bottom was
Karstens' second choice. He wanted to be on the high ground on the same level as the
railroad and the station. But Maurice Morino's homestead and roadhouse complex occupied
all of that ground, and difficulties between the two men produced an impasse. The AEC,
trying to secure its own right-of-way and administrative site on the Morino property,
distanced itself from Karstens during this time to preserve good relations with Morino. It was
a pretty tangle that caused Karstens sleepless nights and provoked long letters to Washington
officials and Charles Sheldon.
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Riley Creek bridge construction camp, during the winter of 1921-22. Alaska
Railroad Collection, AMHA.

Karstens' ad hoc deals, his loan and salvage arrangements with the AEC, his commitments to
Nenana storekeepers for essential supplies—all necessary acts to get the park going—threw
the auditors in Washington into a tizzy; but Cammerer understood, calmed the auditors, and
continued to coach Karstens on the procedures that would let him proceed, yet keep the
accounts and administrative proprieties straight. The correspondence between the two men
followed a cycle something like this:

Karstens: Wait 'til I tell you about this one.

Cammerer: Harry, I know you had to do it, but next time do it this way.

Karstens: Thanks, Mr. Cammerer, I sure won't do that again, and by the way,
what do you think of this deal I just pulled off? [9]

Thus, by hook and by crook Karstens could report these accomplishments after a year on the
ground:

A Superintendent and assistant were provided for. Two dog teams of five dogs
each with harness, sleds and equipment for winter operations; also three horses,
harness, bobsled, wagon, and horseshoeing, blacksmith and harness repair outfits
with necessary equipment were acquired.

Base camp was established at McKinley Park Station on the Government
railroad, where a portion of land one mile wide extending into the park was set
aside for entrance and administrative purposes.

The superintendents dwelling and office were built at this point with barn,
storehouse, workshop and necessary out buildings. [10]

Already the plan to protect first and do other things later had gone awry. Karstens had too
many things to do all at once. He oversaw the park boundary survey and marked the line with
boundary signs. Lands issues had obtruded, as had the building of the base camp, which was
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prerequisite to any substantial and steady in-park operation.

This is the only known map of the early (1922-25) park headquarters area. The map
was sketched during the 1970s, showing conditions as they appeared in the summer
of 1923. George Flood, a horse packer, and Bob Degan both worked for concessioner
Dan Kennedy during his first year of operation; they resided in adjacent cabins along
Hines Creek. The NPS took up residence along Riley Creek; the only two employees
that summer were Supt. Karstens and Ranger E.R. McFarland. (Flood apparently
thought that McFarland served as assistant superintendent.) The map is redrawn, and
is not to scale. Drawn from the memory of George Flood, in DENA archives

Getting supplies into the park and selecting tent or existing cabin sites for patrol shelters also
had to be done first. Deploying the supplies, erecting tents, cutting and transporting wood
fuel, repairing abandoned cabins (after checking with locals whether they were abandoned, or
if the builders had any rights to them)—all these things, too, had to be done first, if ranger
patrols were to be anything but easily eluded charades.
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Squatter's cabin near the park headquarters, ca. 1930. "MIscellaneous MOMC" file,
AMHA.

As a first step toward maintaining the NPS presence inside the park, Karstens and his
assistant ranger pioneered a wagon road 12 miles along Hines and Jenny creeks to Savage
River. On this rough track they conveyed a ton of supplies drawn by a four-horse team, then
established a cache and supply point for interior-park patrols. [11]

The intent to deal with visitors later, after first things had been done, went against the old
saying: Time and tide wait on no man. Imminent completion of the railroad forced the issue.
Tourism promoters, shipping lines, railroad officials, and boomers and boosters in various
Alaska towns were already advertising tours by ship, steamboat, auto, and railroad. Mount
McKinley National Park ranked as the prime objective of this grand loop through the Interior.

Potential concessioners crowded Karstens' office with schemes for hotels and transportation
systems into the park. Much correspondence ensued between the park and Washington to
evaluate these proposals. And the concession candidates were less than loath to contact the
Governor and the Delegate to Congress in their pursuit of monopoly rights within the park.
This, too, required correspondence.

The proposed main road into the park, the one the ARC would build for the NPS, tied directly
to the concession proposals. For, lacking the road, all but the hardiest visitors would be left
standing and fuming at the station waiting for the next train. [12]

While Karstens labored to create a rudimentary park administration and operation, the ARC
moved forward on park-road construction. Col. James Steese of the ARC had outlined the
dual park and commercial road project in an April 1922 letter to Director Steve Mather,
conditioned upon NPS provision of funds and design control. [13] Mather's acceptance sealed
the agreement and spurred the ARC's route survey and erection of shelter tents and trail
markers clear to Kantishna that summer. From 1923 to 1938, the ARC gnawed away at the
road project: 2 miles in 1923, 5 or 10 miles each succeeding construction season, depending
on terrain and funds available in the Service's park-road account. At each construction camp
the ARC built a standard-plan 14-foot by 16-foot log cabin that served as cook house in
summer and storage cache in winter. Work-crew tents clustered around the cabin, forming
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the season's home camp, which would move on westward with construction progress. [14] As
camps were abandoned, the cabins could be used as ranger-patrol shelters. Several of these
ARC cabins survive today as ranger stations along the road. Also still used are similar patrol
cabins of the 1920s-30s, built by the rangers at strategic points along the old park boundary.

By end-of-season 1924, the road was passable for buses and touring cars out to Savage
River, 12 miles from McKinley Station. [15] The primitive concessioner tent-camp there,
operated in 1923-24 by horse-packer Dan Kennedy, was taken over and improved by the Mt.
McKinley Tourist and Transportation Company under Robert Sheldon's management (no
relation to Charles Sheldon). The 1925 tourist season recorded the first significant visitation
into the park, 206 persons vs. only 62 in 1924. The company's four touring cars had trouble at
times handling visitor traffic between McKinley Station and Savage Camp.

Dan Kennedy was the park's first concessioner.

The Mt. McKinley Tourist and Transportation Company took over from Dan
Kennedy in 1925. It retained park concession rights until the eve of World War II.
AMHA.

The camp itself became a "tent house colony" during the summer. Dining hall, social hall,
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and tent houses took care of some 60 people at a time. Barns, a corral, and utility buildings
completed the camp, which was served by running water.

From this base, visitors could proceed on horseback, and later by Concord stages, on various
loop trails into the Savage and Sanctuary rivers country. Spike camps allowed overnight
wilderness experiences. More adventurous visitors could take guided pack-train trips into the
park's farther hinterlands.

By 1928 the company had progressed westward along the ever extending road and beyond,
on the grubbed out trail that marked its future course. Smaller camps at Igloo Creek,
Polychrome Pass, Toklat River, and Copper Mountain (renamed Mount Eielson in 1930 for
bush pilot Ben Eielson) hosted those who sought the more primeval spaces. By 1929, the
company's 22 buses, 9 touring cars, 4 stages, 2 trucks, and a trailer were pressed to the limit
to handle visitors and logistics. At that, with only 150 or 200 visitors in the park at a given
time, this was the golden age of park touring: the festive train ride and arrival at McKinley
Station, the lined up buses and touring cars, the scenic drive into the park, with welcoming
arrival at various camps. Here amidst rustic but comfortable settings (and at Savage quite
civilized dining and dancing) visitors could choose amongst many treks by horseback,
packtrain, and stage that took them into Mount McKinley's wildlife and scenic splendors. [16]

A Yellowstone stage at Savage Camp. The social hall, adorned with a moose rack, is
at the right. Herbert Heller Collection, UAF.

But, as the Superintendent's Monthly Reports reveal, all was not rosy. Karstens spent
inordinate time monitoring both road construction and concession operations. Disputes
between him and the road engineers over clean-up of construction debris, micro-choices of
route and design to meet the "park ideal," and management of NPS funds kept the air and the
wires humming. Depending on the tourist-camp crew make-up, Karstens had some good
years and some bad years. Once the proximity of game tempted nimrods on the crew to
poach. Sometimes rates or food and sanitation standards departed from concession-contract
terms. But all in all, the park had become a legitimate and much enjoyed objective for
tourists.

Despite the increasing pace and strain of his work, and as a part of his charge to win the
hearts and minds of Alaskans, Harry Karstens took every opportunity to express his poet's
love of the park. On one of his business trips to Anchorage he addressed the Women's Club
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on the park's progress, ending with this peroration:

A natural park is being preserved in its naturalness for you and for me and for
our children—unspoiled, unmarred. To enjoy this "pleasuring ground for the
benefit and enjoyment of the people," its sublimity of beauty and grandeur, one
must be in tune with these things. There is little to offer visitors who need
attendants to make them comfortable, who think of walking in terms of cement
and board paths, riding in terms of cushioned motor cars, who cannot appreciate
a forest unless it is manicured or enjoy animals that have never felt the touch of
the hand of man and do not wish it, who would be annoyed by noisy squirrels
and gophers and whistling marmots and myriads of ptarmigan, hordes of rabbits,
who would become hysterical about a few insects or faint and panic stricken if
they missed a meal or two. Neither is there much consolation for the one who is
prone to indulge in the pompous manner and the arrogant word.

But there is much to offer those who understand the language of the "great silent
places," the "mighty mouthed hollows, plumb full of hush to the brim." To the
hardy, venturesome ones there are heights to be scaled where bands of sheep and
herds of caribou look with wonder and curiosity at the traveler. There are noisy
mountain and glacier streams, noble crags and precipices, master pieces of
nature's rugged architecture that have never yet been photographed. There are
glaciers to cross. There are mountains to climb, from the easily ascended near-by
domes to the dizzy peaks amid the everlasting snows. Eagles will be seen soaring
about their breeding places among the pinnacles on the jagged sky-line.

Mount McKinley National Park has an abundance for each and everyone. Here
will be found an indescribable calm; a place to just loaf; healing to the sick mind
and body, beyond reach of the present day mental and nervous and moral strain.
[17]

One of Karstens' most important acts as superintendent was relocation of the park
headquarters in 1925. The base camp on Riley Creek below the railroad bridge was
inconvenient, a second-choice location from the beginning determined by the Morino
homestead, which occupied the best ground around McKinley Station. Moreover, in winter
the frigid air sank into the creek bottoms making them 10 to 15 degrees Fahrenheit colder
than nearby benchlands. The difference between -45 degrees and -60 degrees is profound and
potentially lethal. Colonel Steese had helped Karstens out some by giving him office space in
an ARC building at the station. But the families of Karstens and his staff, and the park's
horses and dogs benefitted not at all from this partial solution.

In February 1924 Karstens wrote to the Director:

Owing to the survey and part construction of a road from the Alaska Railroad at
McKinley Park station through the strip of land set aside by Executive Order for
Park purposes, to the Eastern boundary of the Park, I believe it is time to take up
the question of moving our headquarters from its present location to a point
along this road. There is a beautiful spot, with ample room for expansion, one
and two-third miles from the railroad, which is not within the boundary of the
Park proper but is on the land temporarily set aside by Executive Order dated
January 13, 1922.

I wish the Service would advise me if I could build headquarters on this land,
and if I could expend Park funds (if available) on such work. My idea is to make
this a permanent location, plotting out the site with a view to future development
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and adequate sanitation. Such buildings as we can construct will be built of logs,
having an eye to their permanency and attractiveness, and also for warmth and
comfort. Building headquarters at this point will simplify the work of checking
persons entering the Park or leaving it. The present location is very
unsatisfactory in this respect. [18]

After several exchanges of correspondence on the relocation Karstens' old friend, Acting
Director Cammerer, ratified the new headquarters site and coached him to proceed promptly
with construction of "temporary" buildings even before appropriated funds became available:

There has been one point that you have mentioned here and there in preceding
correspondence and that is the possibility of establishing park headquarters
farther on in the park, or near the park boundary. I am fully convinced that such
a move is very desirable from an administrative standpoint and for other reasons,
particularly now that the new road into the park is being developed. You should,
therefore, bring with you to Seattle a map showing the proposed location of such
new administrative headquarters, and you should include in your supplemental
estimates an amount sufficient to construct a few permanent buildings, adequate
in size and design for permanent construction. Of course, if headquarters is
established before funds for such buildings will be available, as I expect will be
case, it will be necessary for you to establish in temporary living headquarters,
such as you are now living in at McKinley Park Station, temporary structures.
[19]

Karstens and his rangers moved rapidly. They dismantled several structures at the Riley
Creek base camp and built, largely from the salvage, three one-room log cabins, a barn, and
other utility shelters at the new headquarters site. This small, park-like plateau, girt by
mountains, with a cover of white spruce and willow, lay in the angle between Rock and
Hines creeks. At an elevation of 2,000 feet above sea level and 600 feet above McKinley
Station, the headquarters benefitted from the warm-air inversion typical in winter. It offered a
stunning view down the Hines Greek fault and across the Nenana River to the alpine peaks
that rim the Yanert drainage.

In time, with the efforts of Karstens and his crew—and the work of successor
superintendents Harry Liek, Frank Been, and Grant Pearson—the headquarters complex of
the early Forties gave the park a first-class administrative, residential, and utility base,
including stables and kennels for pack and patrol animals. Together with the patrol and
boundary cabins (15 in all built by 1939), and the ARC cabins along the road, the park
boasted an operational plant that, with a few additions in the 1950s, proved adequate until the
advent of highway access in 1972. [20]

Karstens' headquarters locale would be challenged in 1929, when Chief Landscape Architect
Thomas G. Vint visited the park to initiate the first professional planning effort. He thought
the headquarters should be moved back to McKinley Station. But Director Horace Albright,
knowledgeable about cold and wind from his Yellowstone superintendency days, vetoed any
shift back to the low, exposed country along the railroad. When Albright visited the park in
1931 he said the clean and well laid-out headquarters area, with its sturdy and handsome log
structures, compared favorably with any park headquarters in the States. He described it as ".
. . a distinct credit to the Service, and an important asset, as it is seen by all tourists as they
go down to visit . . . the dog kennels." [21]

Today the log buildings built by Karstens and his successors comprise a functional registered
historic district still used for administrative and residence purposes by the Service. Visitors
still enjoy this rustic period-piece as they wander through it on the way to the kennels and
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dog-sled demonstrations.
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CHAPTER 8:
CONSOLIDATION OF THE PREWAR PARK AND
POSTWAR VISIONS OF ITS FUTURE (continued)

After a careful tour of hotel-site potentials with the superintendent and concessioner Jim
Galen, including a look at the Clearwater site—which was too distant and difficult of access
—Vint chose the well drained plateau below the modern Eielson Visitor Center. Here was
firm ground, expansive enough for a major development and easily reached from the route
marked out for the park road. It offered excellent views of the mountain and its lesser
companions, though Mount Mather was blocked by the near bulk of Copper Mountain.

Vint's general plan included a hotel at McKinley Station, the concessioner facility at Savage
River (serving as base camp for east-end wilderness trips), and the Copper Mountain (Mount
Eielson as of 1930) hotel deep within the park (with hiking and pack trips toward the
mountain). This assemblage, based on the railroad and concessioner- provided access via the
park road, offered the choice of short-term or long-term visits, and both sophisticated and
rustic facilities to meet differing visitor demands.

Vint saw the inevitability of direct road access to the park, but correctly predicted that
private-auto access lay far enough in the future that it need not complicate this first-stage
development concept.

The ARC's pioneer construction techniques on the park road worried Vint. He wanted better
engineering plans to avoid later rerouting, which would leave unsightly road scars. Neither
eventuality came to pass. The road, essentially as built by the ARC (beyond Teklanika), is the
road still used today. As noted above, Vint's recommendation to move headquarters back to
McKinley Station was rejected by Director Albright.

With the completion of the proposed McKinley Station hotel, the railroad could abandon the
Curry hotel as its passenger overnighting facility and rearrange train schedules to allow
overnight visits to the park.

Air touring of the park, with its easily attained overviews of McKinley's vast landscapes and
mountain architecture, appealed to Vint. He urged approval of a pending aviation permit and
an adequate airfield. [18]

Wonder Lake still lay north of the park boundary when Vint was there, so he could not
consider it as a hotel or lodge site. In 1929 the Copper Mountain area, with its views of
McKinley and easy access to Muldrow Glacier and the range, formed the logical terminus of
the park road. The boundary expansion of 1932 took in Wonder Lake, making the lake the
logical terminus of the park road, and the preferred site for the interior-park hotel. The
Copper Mountain/Mount Eielson site would become an intermediate viewpoint and
concessioner camp, and, in later years, the site of an interpretive center.

Excepting that major variation, Vint's concept provided the park's planning frame for nearly
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40 years. Lack of funds kept putting off construction of the Wonder Lake hotel/lodge, but it
remained in the plans and was periodically revived as a hot project until about 1970.

Architectural rendering of the proposed Wonder Lake Lodge, 1935. NPS, Mount
McKinley National Park Planning Concept, 1935, in DENA archives.

With the postwar advent of private-auto access (quite modest until 1972), auto campgrounds
would replace the concessioner camps of the railroad era. The outermost of these auto-era
campgrounds was established at Wonder Lake, at the south-end site originally reserved for
the hotel/lodge.

In terms of actual visitor access and use, Vint's scheme—hinged on the park road, and
adjusted for the 1932 boundary change, the failure to build an in-park hotel, and the onset of
direct highway access—determined the park's essential infrastructure that is still in place
today. In fact, terrain and the railroad determined the park entrance; terrain and in-park
objectives determined the route of the park road. Vint's and subsequent planning simply
embellished these determinants. Significant private-car access to the park since 1972 has
determined all further adjustments, physical and operational. Terrain, transportation, and
funding or lack thereof for alternate visitor-use sites will continue to dictate the substance of
plans no matter how nicely phrased their rationale. The politics of preservation versus
development will determine the real results of such plans. The park ideal will continue
hostage so long as an inadequate single-option infrastructure constricts the mounting
pressures of commercialization.

Director Albright and his associates in Washington endorsed the substance of Vint's report,
the Director calling it "the most useful report that has yet been submitted on this park." [19]
After a year's delay Albright visited the park in summer 1931. His appendicitis attack aborted
his horse trip to hotel sites, but he flew over all of them, going on to Wonder Lake, which
captured his imagination. Seeing it confirmed his intention to expand the park not only on the
east end but also to include Wonder Lake and the buffering lands on the northwest boundary.
He wanted the park road to extend to the lake and considered it a prime site for a fishing
camp for visitors, perhaps even for the hotel. He liked Vint's hotel-site choice but counseled
moving slowly for two reasons: First, the concessioner had been hard hit by the Depression-
caused dearth of visitors. Thus, Jim Galen, president of the Mt. McKinley Tourist and
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Transportation Company, lacked finances to build an in-park hotel. Giving him use of the
proposed hotel site for a temporary camp would help revive his fortunes, at the same time
providing an immediate visitor facility in the heart of the park. Second, because the park was
still in the pioneer stage of development such a sequence (camp then hotel) was appropriate.
The temporary camp could be easily dismantled and the experience gained from its operation
could prove useful for hotel planning. [20]

Map showing 1922 park addition. Kauffmann, Mount McKinley National Park, Map
2.

In another letter, Albright praised Vint's scenic "high line" routing of the park road between
the Toklat forks, and the design by Vint's office of the East Fork bridge. Albright praised the
park road:

Let me say also that I am very well pleased with the road that is being built in
this park. It is frankly a pioneer highway for occasional use mainly by
transportation buses. We will not live probably to see the time when many
private automobiles will use this road. No other kind of a highway could have
been justified in this park. I am not worried about curing the scar some decades
hence. This country goes back to Nature about as fast as the Great Smokies. I
flew over the park twice, and from the air the highway, except in the passes, is
hardly traceable. So, as long as I am the Director of the Service, I shall hold to
the present standards of highway building, except, of course, in the case of
opportunities such as that you seized between the East Fork and main Toklat.

One more thing I am disposed to let the road be built on to Wonder Lake,
provided, of course, we can get an addition to the Park to include the Lake. I
want you to cover the country between your hotel site and Wonder Lake before
the road gets too far over that way . . . . [21]

Both the 1922 and 1932 extensions of the park cited wildlife protection as their principal
rationale. Secondarily, these extensions were proposed to protect key natural features (e.g.,
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Wonder Lake in 1932) and to encompass lands critical to park administration, particularly on
the east end.

In April 1921 Charles Sheldon had talked with Director Stephen T. Mather, Alaska Delegate
to Congress Dan Sutherland, and representatives of the General Land Office, getting
agreement from all of them that the original park boundary (running north-south near
Sanctuary River) should be moved 10 miles east toward McKinley Station. [22] The 149th
Meridian met this criterion and was chosen as the new north-south line at the park's east end.
The headquarters relocation of 1925 would still be some two miles east and outside of the
new boundary, but within the 1922 Executive Order withdrawal that protected the park
entrance.

The Senate Committee report on the 1922 extension noted that the mountainous area east of
the original park boundary, especially the headwaters of Riley and Windy creeks, were prime
breeding grounds for Dall sheep and much frequented by caribou herds. [23] In an after-the-
fact critique of the extension, Col. Frederick Mears, chairman of the AEC, wanted additional
extensions to north, east, and southeast for still more protection of the game animals, which
would be the primary attraction to tourists using the railroad. He warned that delay in moving
the east boundary to Nenana River would cause the NPS untold grief by way of annoying and
unsightly development in the park's forelands. [24]

As enacted, the January 30, 1922, extension took in the 10-mile strip east of Sanctuary River
(but still west of Nenana River and the railroad), plus a narrow slice of land along the
southeast boundary that captured the divide of the Alaska Range, giving that side of the park
topographic definition. Even this extension was not without its opponents, who argued that
further reservations around McKinley Park would deprive hunters and miners of choice land.
[25] But the idea of capturing additional gamelands and the park's administrative forelands to
the Nenana River, though delayed, would surface again.

The 1932 extension began with a report from Tom Vint to the Director in early 1930,
following up on his just-completed planning report. Vint deplored the unnatural boundary
formed by the straight line 149th Meridian, pushing instead for extension of protected lands
to the natural boundary of the Nenana River. (This proposal revived the idea earlier expressed
by Colonel Mears as he was completing construction of the Alaska Railroad.)

Because Governor Parks opposed extension of the park as such, but would accept a game-
refuge designation on the park's east end—in effect a protective withdrawal against hunting
and random development—the game refuge formed the heart of Vint's proposal. The Park
Service would administer the buffer zone to the Nenana, but would not call it a park. [26]

A year later, Director Albright put fresh steam behind the east-extension idea, calling for
outright extension of the park to the river. With this support, Vint joined the chorus for direct
action. The park extension to the river—excluding the railroad right-of-way—would provide
an unambiguous natural boundary and facilitate patrol and game protection. He noted that
Governor Parks and General Manager Otto Ohlson of the Alaska Railroad still opposed park
extension. Ohlson wanted development along this section of railroad as a source of freight
revenues for his trains; [27] thus he differed from his predecessor, Colonel Mears, who had
seen protected parklands all the way to the Nenana as a lure for tourist traffic. This
institutional shift may have reflected differences in temperament between the two men; it
surely reflected the deficit-ridden railroad's growing disillusionment with tourist traffic as a
significant source of revenue.

Then ensued a series of letters and negotiations between Director Albright and Governor
Parks. By late 1931 the governor had shifted his position. Instead of urging the railroad as the
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park's eastern boundary, he now counseled Albright to go to the river to avoid
"administrative problems that may be exceedingly difficult to control." He was talking about
"undesirable citizens [who] have squatted on the lower reaches of Riley Creek and conducted
bootlegging establishments to the detriment of the railroad employees and others." [28]

Albright, having become aware of these problems, had meanwhile reversed his position and
was now loath to go beyond the railroad. There were enough problems even with the line of
the railroad, including the Morino homestead, which would have to be bought out. Why
acquire more?

At the other end of the park, the Governor had long favored the acquisition of Wonder Lake
as a hotel site. He had further urged that lands in the lake's vicinity and along the northwest
boundary be taken to capture game-rich but mineral-free hills and drainages. The Anderson
homestead and fox farm at Wonder Lake's north end would also have to be acquired in time.
Albright eventually acceded to the governor's views.

With the governor's support, Judge Wickersham introduced the bill extending the park
eastward to the Nenana, northward to include Wonder Lake, and with adjustments northwest
and westerly to acquire game ranges in the Kantishna Hills-McKinley River quadrant. [29]

Map showing 1932 park addition. Kauffmann, Mount McKinley National Park, Map
4.

In a memorandum to the Secretary, published in the Senate Committee report on the park-
expansion legislation, Director Albright neatly summarized the advantages of these additions,
which, when enacted and approved on March 19, 1932, would define the nearly 2-million
acre park until 1980:

The east side extension from Windy Creek north brings the park boundary to the
right of way of the Alaska Railroad. There are a few isolated tracts lying east of
the Alaska Railroad right of way and the west bank of the Nenana River which
should also be included in the park, as proposed by amendment No. 4,
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hereinafter recommended. This would make the west banks of the Nenana River
for all practicable purposes a natural boundary line for the park. This extension
will bring into the park the administrative headquarters development now
constructed on lands withdrawn for this purpose. The National Park Service
already maintains roads and trails within this area, and the main park road begins
at the railroad station. A new hotel will sooner or later be erected near the
railroad and this park road. This hotel should be on park land and built under
park policies regarding architecture. Furthermore, better protection can be given
the mountain sheep in this section, because the present line is now high up on the
side of mountains and can not be observed by hunters to avoid trespass and for
the same reason can not be physically patrolled by rangers.

Park headquarters complex, ca. 1932. File 3-34, Denali National Park and Preserve
historical archives.

The proposed extension to the northwest will bring Wonder Lake into the park.
The shores of this lake would provide an advantageous site for another hotel-
lodge development and would afford a finer view of Mount McKinley than any
now had in the park. The extension would permit us to continue to this scenic
region the road now being constructed. In the most part this area consists of
lowlands well adapted for game uses, especially during winter, and will form a
better boundary line from a game-protection standpoint. It will also aid in better
conserving the moose in the park by giving them winter range protection. An
additional benefit from Alaska's standpoint would come from the opening of the
Wonder Lake region under the park program. It would then be a comparatively
simple matter for the territory to connect up with the Kantishna district making
that region accessible. [30]

The administrative problems that came with the new lands made prior warnings about them
seem woefully understated. Critical inholdings included: those surrounding McKinley Station
(Maurice Morino, 120 acres; Dan Kennedy, 5 acres; and D.E. Stubbs, 35 acres); the 130-acre
John Stevens claim at Windy, on the railroad at the park's southeast corner; and the 160-acre
Paula Anderson homestead at the north end of Wonder Lake. In addition to these valid
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homesteads and trading-manufacturing sites were a score or more squatters' cabins tucked
into the new park landscapes by wintering miners, hunters and trappers, and bootleggers.
Exclusion of the squatters, though a painful and thankless task, occurred fairly rapidly. Most
of these cabins—after salvage of the occupants' personal effects, if the men could be found—
were burned or dismantled.

But owners with valid holdings made claims for damages incident to the boundary change:
Dan Kennedy complained that his guiding business had been ruined; D.E. Stubbs asserted
that park rangers loosed dogs near his fox pens, to the ruination of his fox-farm business.
Some of these claims resulted in payment of damages by the government.

Because the private establishments bordering the railroad were derelict and unsightly—as
well as being haunts of "undesirable citizens," as Governor Parks had phrased it—
negotiations to purchase these properties were recommended by General Land Office
investigators. Lack of funds delayed timely purchase by the government, even from the few
willing sellers. As these deals dragged out, resentments fanned by Stubbs and others—plus
episodes incident to NPS law enforcement, e.g., breaking up stills—embittered the entire
process. Resultant condemnations to rid the park of noxious and hazardous establishments
clinched the adversarial attitudes. Not until late 1947, with transfer of the deed to the long-
contested Morino estate, were all privately owned lands within the park acquired—not
counting unpatented mining claims, which did not involve land ownership. [31]

It had been 15 years of stress and strain for all involved. As the years went on, new judges
and juries rendered condemnation judgments. Apparent inconsistencies of legal interpretation
and land prices, plus overt political interventions, produced widely varying judgments:
thousands of dollars awarded in one case, paltry hundreds in another. Indeed, there was pain
and attrition on both sides of these land dealings as the voluminous records of the cases
indicate. For the park people, these unpleasant and seemingly endless tasks were the price
paid to cohere the park and assure its legally mandated protection. [32]

After the war—with Morino long dead and buried at the park (March 1937), [33] and the
bitter days fading into the past—the pioneer roles of Maurice Morino and his roadhouse
spurred then-Supt. Frank Been to consider the building's preservation as a historic site.
Investigation of the collapsing remains by an NPS landscape architect in 1948 put a damper
on this idea: they were dilapidated beyond repair and an eyesore at the very entrance to the
park. The issue was resolved when Jessie L. Shelton, bumming through the park on May 30,
1950, took shelter in the roadhouse and, while reposed on a cot, dropped a cigarette on the
littered floor. Perhaps in gratitude for his beneficent arson—and in practical recognition of
his destitution—Jessie was not prosecuted. [34] Remains of the charred ruin were razed in
1951. [35]
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1. Building-stone and limestone claim files, National Archives San Bruno, Record Group 79,
Box 78.

2. Reg. Dir., Region 4, ltr to L. Puckett (BLM) of 7/27/51, National Archives San Bruno,
Record Group 79, Box 79.

3. Drury memo to Secretary of Interior of 2/7/49, National Archives San Bruno, Record
Group 79, Box 79.

4. Reg. Dir., Region 4 memo to Director of 2/19/53, National Archives San Bruno, Record
Group 79, Box 79; Federal Register, 6/28/58, 4811.

5. Director memo to Asst. Secretary of Interior of 11/26/48, National Archives San Bruno,
Record Group 79, Box 79; Kauffmann, "History of Boundaries," 37-38.

6. Kantishna Withdrawal File, Denali NP&P archive.

7. Kauffmann, "History of the Boundaries," 33.

8. Ibid., 27 et seq.

9. Theodore Swem, "National Park Service Interest in Alaska" (1972), 7-page typescript
narrative and bibliography in Denali NP&P archive.

10. Sigurd F. Olson, "Report on Alaska," (1954), excerpt in Denali NP&P archive.

11. Pioneers of Alaska, Igloo No. 4, ltr to Sec. Stewart Udall of 9/20/65, Alaska Regional
Office Gen. Files (L1417), to be permanently stored in historical files, National Archives
Anchorage.

12. Roderick Nash, "Tourism, Parks and the Wilderness Idea in the History of Alaska,"
Alaska in Perspective, Vol. 4, No. 1 (1981), 18.

13. Celia M. Hunter and Ginny Hill Wood ltr to Ross Youngblood (BLM) of 9/27/65, Alaska
Regional Office General Files (L1417).

14. See, e.g., "Mount McKinley National Park Study" of August 1966, and special report to
Secretary by Asst. Secretary Stanley A. Cain on Advisory Board trip to Alaska, 1965, in
Denali NP&P archive.

15. G. Frank Williss, "Do Things Right the First Time": The National Park Service and the
Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act of 1980 (Denver: National Park Service,
1985), 34-41; George B. Hartzog, Battling for the National Parks (Mt. Kisco, NY: Moyer
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17. From a vast array of "d-2" literature, the author chooses the following core references for
further reading: G. Frank Williss' administrative history of the Park Service part in the
struggle, previously cited; Celia Hunter et al "Alaska National Interest Lands," Alaska
Geographic, Vol. 8, No. 4 (1981); Federal-State Land Use Planning Commission for Alaska,
"The D-2 Book," Lands of National Interest in Alaska (Anchorage: 1977); Robert Arnold, et
al, Alaska Native Land Claims (Anchorage: Alaska Native Foundation, 1976); Robert B.
Weeden, Alaska, Promises to Keep (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1978); Robert Cahn, The
Fight to Save Wild Alaska (Audubon special issue, 1982).
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