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Mile 41.0 Wasilla Population: 7,831, Elevation: 330 

The town of Wasilla was founded in 1917 and named after the Indian chief, Chief Wasilla. In the 

Indian language, the name “Wasilla” means “breath of air”. Other sources claim that the chief 

claimed his name from the Russian language, and the name “Vasili” is a version of the Russian 

name William. 
 

 

It was the route chosen by the Alaska Railroad that triggered Wasilla’s sudden importance as the 

“Gateway to the Willow Creek Mining District”.  Activity in the mining district was in its peak 

between 1931-1941.  Fourteen million dollars worth of gold was extracted from the mines in the 

Willow Creek area. 
 

 

Wasilla is known as a bedroom community to Anchorage. Many of its residents choose to live in 

Wasilla because of its small town charm and lower cost of living. The residents pay up to 25% 

less for homes than those in Anchorage. Many of Wasilla folks make the daily fifty mile 

commute to Anchorage for work. The population is young and family based. The 2010 Census 

showed that 29% of the town’s population was younger than 18, and the median age 35. It is one 

of the fastest growing areas in the state. 
 

 

There is plenty to do in this year round recreation paradise. In the summer Wasilla residents 

enjoy fishing, hiking, boating and swimming. Rivers, lakes and trails are within easy reach. 

Popular winter activities include, cross country skiing, dog sledding and snowmobiling (known 

as snowmachining in AK.) Wasilla is the home of the world’s longest and toughest snowmobiling 

race, the Tesoro Irondog 2000. The first race took place in 1984 and was originally called the 

Iron Dog Iditarod. Tesoro became the sponsor in the late 1990s and gave the race its current name. 

The race is just under 2000 miles. It takes place in February and starts in Big Lake, continues on 

to Nome and ends in Fairbanks. The racers, usually between 35 and 40 teams, travel through 

treacherous terrain and through harsh winter conditions. The race is done in pairs: Two racers and 

two sleds. The former First Gentleman of Alaska Todd Palin has won the race multiple times. 
 

 

Sarah Palin – The Early Years 

Sarah Palin was born in Sandpoint, Idaho on February 11, 1964. She was one of four children of 

Sarah and Charles Heath. Palin may have been born in Idaho but was raised in Alaska as the 

family relocated here when she was an infant. Palin’s father was a teacher and a track coach and 

the family frequently ran 5 and 10 K races together. 
 

 

Sarah remained active through high school where she lead the Fellowship of Christian Athletes at 

Wasilla High School. She was on both the girls’ cross country team and the captain/point guard for 

her Alaska state championship girls’ basketball team in 1982. 
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Palin graduated in 1982 and attended her first semester of college in Hawaii. In the next two 

years Palin would attend community college in both Idaho and Alaska. In 1986, Palin returned to 

Idaho for her final three semesters of school. She received her bachelor’s degree in 

communications-journalism from the University of Idaho in May, 1987. 
 

 

While Sarah traveled out of state for  the majority of her schooling, Alaska remained her home. 

In 1984 Palin competed in and won the Miss Wasilla Pageant. She then continued on to the Miss 

Alaska Pageant where she placed third and was honored with the “Miss Congeniality” Award. 
 

 

Family Life 

Sarah Louise Heath married Todd Palin on August 29, 1988 at the courthouse in Palmer, AK.  It 

is said that the couple decided to elope after the commercial fishing season, when Palin had a bad 

year. The cost was said to be $35 for the ceremony and two residents from a nearby nursing 

home served as witnesses. Sarah and Todd had been high school sweethearts and continued 

dating while Sarah attended college. 
 

 

The couple made there home in Wasilla where Todd is a championship snowmachiner and 

commercial fisherman. Todd and Sarah have five children and one grandchild. Their first son, 

Track was born in 1989, followed by daughters Bristol in 1991, Willow in 1995, and Piper in 

2001. Their youngest child and second son, Trig was born in 2008. The Palins also became 

grandparents in when daughter, Bristol gave birth to a son, Tripp on December 29, 2008. 
 

 

Palin’s Political Timeline 

1992 - Elected to Wasilla City Council. Served two terms. 
 

 

1996 - Elected Mayor of Wasilla. Served two terms until forced out due to term limits. 
 

 

2002 - Lost in her first attempt at statewide election for the GOP nomination for Lt. Governor. 
 

 

2002 - Palin named the chairwoman of the Alaska Oil and Gas Conservation Commission by 

Governor Frank Murkowski. 
 

 

2006 - Elected Governor of Alaska. Beat Governor Murkowski in the Republican Primary and 

went on to defeat former Governor Tony Knowles in the general election. 
 

 

2008 - Chosen as Senator John McCain’s vice-presidential running mate in the 2008 election. 
 

 

2009 – Stepped down as Governor of Alaska. 
 

 

Iditarod Sled Dog Race 

Wasilla is also famous for being the year-round headquarters for the Iditarod Trail Sled Dog 

Race. The ceremonial start of the race takes place in Anchorage and the restart is in Willow. 
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Iditarod History – 1925 Serum Run 

What might have been the most important "sled dog race" that will ever be run in Alaska ended 

in Nome on February 2, 1925, when Gunner Kaassen drove his tired dog team down an almost 

deserted First Avenue. 
 

 

At stake were the lives of countless Nome children who had been exposed to the dreaded 

disease, diphtheria. Kaassen was one of the 20 drivers who took part in the record 674 mile relay 

race from Nenana to Nome. He delivered 300,000 units of antitoxin serum to Dr. Curtis Welch. 

The serum arrived in Nome just one week after leaving Anchorage and 127 1/2 hours after 

leaving Nenana. 
 

 

It was on January 21 that Dr. Welch first diagnosed the diphtheria outbreak in Nome, and 

immediately sent telegraph messages to Fairbanks, Anchorage, Seward and Juneau, asking for 

help. The only serum in Alaska was found in Anchorage, where Dr. J.B. Beeson had 300,000 

units at the Alaska Railroad Hospital. The problem was to get it to Nome in the shortest time 

possible. 
 

 

The only two planes available were in Fairbanks and had been dismantled and stored for the 

winter. A pair of pilots offered to attempt the flight if the planes could be ready, but it was left to 

Alaska's governor to decide. Many thought dog teams were the only reliable answer. 
 

 

In Juneau, Governor Scott C. Bone decided on dog teams. He ordered an additional supply of 

antitoxin from Seattle. Then he called on the Northern Commercial Company, the largest 

organization in the Yukon River area, to arrange for relay teams. Men of the Army Signal Corps, 

also assisted from their scattered telegraph stations. 
 

 

In Nome, Dr. Welch and Mayor George Maynard discussed ways to get the serum to Nome. They 

suggested sending the serum to Nenana by rail and then sending a team to the rail line, or 

asking a fast team to start the antitoxin down the Tanana and Yukon Rivers and have a team from 

Nome meet it about half way. 
 

 

In Anchorage, Dr. Beeson packed the serum in a cylinder, which he wrapped in an insulating 

quilt. The whole parcel was then tied up in canvas for further protection. The parcel left 

Anchorage by train on Monday, January 26, in the charge of Alaska Railroad conductor Frank 

Knight.  It was at 11 p.m. on Tuesday when the train reached Nenana and Knight turned over the 

parcel to the first driver, William "Wild Bill" Shannon. 
 

 

Shannon carried the serum 52 miles to Tolovana, where he handed it over to Dave Green. Green 

carried it 31 miles to Manley and handed it over to Johnny Folger. Folger went the 28 miles to 

Fish Lake. Sam Joseph picked it up there and carried it 67 miles to Tanana. Titus Nickoli carried 
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it 34 miles to Kallands and Dave Corning carried it 24 miles to Nine Mile. Edgar Kalland picked 

it up at Nine Mile and went 30 miles to Kokrines and Harry Pitka carried it another 30 miles to 

Ruby. Billy McCarty carried it 28 miles to Whiskey Creek and turned it over to Edgar Nollner, 

who carried it to Galena. George Nollner carried it from Galena to Bishop Mountain, 18 miles. 

Charlie Evans went the 30 miles to Nulato and Tommy Patsy went the next 36 miles to Kaltag. 

At Kaltag, Jack Screw picked it up and took it 40 miles to Old Woman. Victor Anagick carried it 

34 miles to Unalakleet and Myles Gonangnan carried it 40 miles to Shaktoolik. Henry Ivanoff 

started from Shaktoolik to Golovin with the serum. Leonard Seppala left Nome intending to rest 

at Nulato and return with the serum, but Seppala met Gonangnan at Shaktoolik where he took the 

serum and turned around, heading back for Nome. He carried the serum back over Norton Sound 

with the thermometer 30 degrees below zero. Seppala had to face into a merciless gale and in the 

darkness retraced his route across the uncertain ice. When Seppala turned the serum over to 

Charlie Olson in Golovin, after carrying it 91 miles, he and his team, including the famous lead 

dog, Togo, had traveled a total of 260 miles. Olson turned the serum over to Gunnar Kaasen, who 

took it the remaining 53 miles to Nome.   Balto, Kaasen's lead dog, was memorialized with a 

statue in Central Park in New York City. Seppala always felt that his lead dog, Togo, didn't get 

enough recognition for his 260 mile effort. After Togo died, Seppala had him custom mounted 

and he is now on display at Iditarod® Headquarters in Wasilla. Balto is on display in Cleveland 

at the Museum of Natural History.   There is also a statue of Balto at the intersection of 4th 

Avenue and D Street in Anchorage, the location of the Iditarod ceremonial start every year. 
 

 

Iditarod History – The Beginnings of the Iditarod 

In the early 1920s, settlers had come to Alaska following a gold strike. They traveled by boat to 

the coastal towns of Seward and Knik and from there, by land into the gold fields along the 

Yukon and Kuskokwim Rivers. The trail they used is today known as The Iditarod Trail, one of 

the National Historic Trails designated by the Congress of the United States. In the winter, their 

only means of travel was by dog team. 
 

 

The Iditarod Trail soon became the major "thoroughfare" through Alaska. Mail was carried 

across this trail, people used the trail to get from place to place and supplies were transported via 

the Iditarod Trail. Priests, ministers and judges traveled between villages via dog team. All too 

soon the gold mining began to slack off.  People began to go back to where they had come from 

and suddenly there was less travel on the Iditarod Trail.  The use of the airplane in the late 1920s 

signaled the beginning of the end for the dog team as a standard mode of transportation, and of 

course with the airplane carrying the mail, there was less need for land travel. The final blow to 

the use of dog teams was the appearance of snowmobiles or snowmachines in Alaska. 
 

 

By the mid 60's, most people in Alaska didn't even know there was an Iditarod Trail or that dog 

teams had played a very important part in Alaska's early settlement.  Dorothy G. Page, a resident 

of Wasilla and self-made historian, recognized the importance of an awareness of the use of sled 

dogs as working animals and of the Iditarod Trail and the important part it played in Alaska's 

colorful history. 
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The idea of having a race over the Iditarod Trail was conceived by the late Dorothy G. Page.  In 

1964, Page was chairman of the Wasilla-Knik Centennial and was working on projects to 

celebrate Alaska's Centennial Year in 1967.  She was intrigued that dog teams could travel over 

land that was not accessible by automobile. 
 

 

She presented the possibility of a race over the Iditarod Trail to an enthusiastic Joe Redington, 

Sr., a musher from the Knik area. Soon the Pages and the Redingtons began promoting the idea 

of the Iditarod Race.  Joe and Vi Redington moved to the Knik area from their homestead at Flat 

Horn Lake. (Flat Horn Lake is approximately 30 miles out of Knik.) 
 

 

The Aurora Dog Mushers Club, along with men from the Adult Camp in Sutton helped clear 

years of overgrowth from the first nine miles of the Iditarod Trail in time to put on the first short 

Iditarod Trail Sled Dog Race in 1967. 
 

 

A $25,000 purse was offered in that race, with Joe and Vi Redington donating one acre of their 

land at Flat Horn Lake along the Iditarod Trail to help raise the funds.  (The land was subdivided 

into one square foot lots and sold with a deed and special certificate of ownership, raising 

$10,000 toward the purse.) 
 

 

Contestants from all over Alaska and even two contestants from Massachusetts entered that first 

Iditarod Race, but a newcomer, Isaac Okleasik, from Teller, Alaska, won the race with his team 

of large working dogs. The short race (approximately 27 miles) was put on again in 1969. 
 

 

The goal was to have the race go all the way to the ghost town of Iditarod in 1973. However, in 

1972, the US Army reopened the trail as a winter exercise and, in 1973, the decision was made to 

take the race the 1,000 plus miles to Nome.  Redington and Page were instrumental in getting the 

first long Iditarod on its way to Nome in 1973.  There were many who believed it was crazy to 

send mushers out into the vast uninhabited Alaskan wilderness, but the race went! Twenty-two 

mushers finished that year and to date, there have been over 400 finishers. Mushers have come 

from Canada, Czechoslovakia, France, Great Britain, Germany, Switzerland, New Zealand, 

Jamaica, Norway, Italy, Japan, Austria, Australia, Sweden and the Soviet Union as well as from 

about 20 different states in this country. 
 

 

The late Dorothy G. Page, the "mother of the Iditarod" is quoted in the October 1979 issue of the 

Iditarod Runner on her intent for the Iditarod: “To keep the spirit of the Iditarod the same. I don't 

ever want to see high pressure people getting in and changing the spirit of the race. We brought 

the sled dog back and increased the number of mushers. It is really an Alaskan event. I think the 

fact that it starts in Anchorage and then ends in Nome has opened up a whole new area for 

people in Alaska. I think they appreciate that. It puts them in touch with the pioneer spirit." 
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The Iditarod Today 

The race has started in downtown Anchorage since 1983.   The ceremonial start of the Iditarod 

occurs on the first Saturday in March.  The teams leave the start line at the corner of 4th and "D" 

at two minute intervals, starting at 10 a.m.    The mushers follow multi-use trails through 

Anchorage and out to Tudor Road. 
 

 

A telephone auction is held each year whereby fans can be a rider in a musher's sled from the 

start line for the first 11 miles. This auction opens on October 1 and closes at 5 PM Alaska 

Standard Time on January 31. The money raised is used to offset expenses of the race and to 

provide each musher who finishes the race out of the top 20 with $1,049. This helps the mushers 

get their teams home. After completing the ceremonial run in Anchorage, the dogs are loaded 

into dog trucks and taken home for the night. This section of the race does not count in the 

overall time to Nome. 
 

 

Willow replaced the town of Wasilla as the Official Restart of the Iditarod in 2008 due to 

multiple years of lack of snow in Wasilla. On Sunday, mushers line up for a second day in 

Willow, 70 miles north of Anchorage for the Official Restart of the Iditarod.  At 2:00 PM, the 

first team departs on their way to Nome and the official race clock starts.  They leave a 2 minute 

intervals and when they take their 24 hour mandatory rest stop, an offset is calculated, which 

makes up the difference in start times. 
 

 

It is impossible to predict the exact day or time that the first musher will cross the finish line in 

Nome.   Doug Swingley, 1995 Champion, completed the course in 9 days, 2 hours, 42 minutes 

and 19 seconds to become the first musher from outside of the state of Alaska to ever win the 

Iditarod.  In 2003, Robert Sorlie, from Norway, won the race, marking the first champion from a 

foreign country. 
 

 

General Information 

The Iditarod Sled Dog Race is “officially” 1,049 miles in length, but the real distance varies from 

year to year depending on the route used and the condition of the trail. The number 1,049 is 

symbolic as the race is always around 1,000 miles long and Alaska is the 49th state. The 

‘Southern Route’, followed on odd numbered years, is approximately 1,122 miles in length. The 

‘Northern Route’, followed on even numbered years, is approximately 1,112. 
 

 

The entry fee is approximately $3,000 and the total purse varies annually - a monetary prize and a 

Dodge truck going to the winner. If you place higher than 20th and finish the race you also get a 

monetary prize, the amount decreasing depending on your finishing place. Mushers finishing 

below 20th place receive $1049. There are over 20 checkpoints along the trail where mushers 

must sign in and where each mushers 2,500 pounds of dog food has been distributed. A 

veterinarian is stationed at each checkpoint to provide care for the dogs, if needed. If a 

veterinarian sees any evidence that a dog is being mistreated, the musher is disqualified from the 

race. For the most part, mushers treat their teams with a great deal of love and care. The 

Iditarod is the ultimate test of mushers and dogs against the Alaskan wilderness. 
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The race has captured the imagination of adventurers and professional mushers alike. With 

mushers from all over the world joining the race it has become a truly international event. 

In 1985 Libby Riddles was the first woman to win the race. After competing six times, Libby 

retired after finishing the 1995 race. 
 

 

Another woman, Susan Butcher, took first place in 1986 and was the first musher to finish the 

race in 11 days. Susan has won the Iditarod a total of four times, which gave rise to the phrase, 

“Alaska, where men are men and women win the Iditarod.” 
 

 

Behind the Scenes 

It takes so much more than a field of willing mushers and anxious sled dogs to run the Iditarod 

Trail Race. With an annual budget of almost two million dollars, the Iditarod Trail Committee 

depends on a hard working force of volunteers and supporters to raise the necessary money all 

year around. An annual sweepstakes is held and various items are sold at fairs and benefits. 
 

 

Banquets  are  planned  in  both  Anchorage  and  Nome.  This  volunteer  force  and  the  loyal 

supporters from both the private and business sector make the race possible each year. 
 

 

Information headquarters are set up in Anchorage, Fairbanks, Nome and Wasilla during the race 

to disseminate information and race standings to the public. Volunteers man each of the 20+ 

checkpoints, some of whom spend their vacations on the trail. A complex communications 

network is set up that covers the course offering logistical support, emergency communications 

and an information source for race officials. 
 

 

The "Iditarod Air Force" is a fleet of small privately owned bush planes flown by volunteers, 

shuttling dog food and mushers' supplies to each checkpoint, moving veterinarians and race 

officials up and down the trail and hauling tired dropped dogs back to the major pickup points. A 

group of veterinarians from all over the United States, and sometimes even from Europe, take 

time out from their busy practices to assist with dog care duties along the trail. Trail breakers on 

snow machines lead the field of mushers, cutting trail, marking trail, and packing trail in 

windswept areas, trying to give each team a safe path to follow. 
 

 

Without these volunteers, there wouldn't be a race. Their efforts save the committee thousands of 

dollars which would be impossible to raise. Their dedication and involvement is what this truly 

Alaskan event is all about. 
 

 

On the Trail 

Every musher has a different tactic. Each one has a special menu for feeding the dogs. Each one 

has a different strategy -- some run in the daylight, some run at night. Each one has a different 

training schedule and his own ideas on dog care, dog stamina and his own personal ability. 
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The rules of the race lay out certain regulations which each musher must abide by. First, they 

must be qualified to run the race.  They must be at least 18 years of age and must have run and 

finished at least 750 miles of other qualifying races before applying for the Iditarod.  Then, there 

are certain pieces of equipment each team must have -- an arctic parka, a heavy sleeping bag, an 

ax, snowshoes, musher food, cooker/fuel, dog food and booties, for each dog's feet to protect 

against cutting ice and hard packed snow injuries, cable tie line to secure the team, and a 

veterinarian notebook, presented to the veterinarian at each checkpoint.   Other rules regulate 

mandatory stops, the number of allowable dogs, sleds and other equipment, etc. 
 

 

Some mushers spend an entire year getting ready and raising the money needed to get to Nome. 

Some prepare around a full-time job. In addition to planning the equipment and feeding needs for 

up to three weeks on the trail, hundreds of hours and hundreds of miles of training have to be put 

on each team. 
 

 

Red Lantern Winners 

The “Red Lantern Award” recognizes the last musher off the Iditarod trail.   An article several 

years ago in Alaska magazine states that the first red lantern was awarded in the 1953 Fur 

Rendezvous Race. According to Alaska, “Awarding a red lantern for the last place finisher in a 

sled dog race has become an Alaskan tradition. It started as a joke and has become a symbol of 

stick-to-itiveness in the mushing world.”  Earl Norris said, “The idea was that the last fellow was 

so far behind, he needed to light his way home.” In this tradition, Wells Fargo awards a red 

lantern to the last musher off the trail in the Iditarod 
 

2003 Iditarod Race 

Due to unseasonably warm temperatures the 2003 restart was moved to Fairbanks on Monday 

March 3 at 10:00 a.m. The mileage for the 2003 race totaled 1,121 miles. 
 

 

2004, 2005, 2006 & 2007 Iditarod Race Restarts 

Due to the lack of snow in Wasilla, the official race start was moved to Willow about 30 miles 

north of Wasilla. 
 

 

Iditarod Winners Info 

1st Winner in 1973 was Dick Whitworth in 20 Days and 49 minutes and 41 seconds 

1st Woman to win was Libby Riddles in 1985 

1st Non Alaskan to win was Doug Swingley from Montana in 1995 

1st Non American to win was Richard Sorlie from Norway in 2003 

1st person to do it in less than 10 days was Doug Swingley in 1994: 9 days, 2hours, 42min 19sec 

Fastest time to date in John Baker in 2011 in 8 days, 18hours, 46min, 2sec 

5 time winner             Rick Swenson 

4 time winners            Doug Swingley, Susan Butcher, Martin Buser, Jeff King, Lance Mackey 

2005 winner               Robert Sorlie of Norway, 2nd victory in 3 years. 

2006 winner               Jeff King – also won in ’93, ’96 & ’98. 

2007 winner               Lance Mackey 9 days 5hrs 8 mins. 
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2008 winner Lance Mackey 9days 11hrs 46 mins. 

2009 winner Lance Mackey 9days 21hours 38 mins. 

2010 winner Lance Mackey 8days 23 hours 59 mins. 

2011 winner John Baker 8 days 18 hours 46 mins. 

2012 winner Youngest winner in history, Dallas Seavey, (a 25 year old, 3rd generation 

Iditarod musher, whose father won in 2004 and grandfather ran in the first 

Iditarod)  9 days 4 hours 29 minutes 26 seconds 
 

 

Mile 57.5 Miller’s Market 

Approved stop. Bathrooms, Snacks & Drinks available. 
 

 

Houston Population: 1,912 

In the early 1960s, oil was discovered here and the area boomed with speculation. The more 

substantial oil fields in the North Slope, however, soon made Houston just another roadside 

village once again. Fishing on the nearby Little Susitna River is the main attraction during the 

summer. King, silver, and red salmon all run in the Little Susitna. 
 

 

Mile 69.5 Willow Population: 2,102 

This community got its start in 1897, when gold was discovered in the nearby Talkeetna 

Mountains. Ships and boats delivered supplies to Knik and from there were delivered to Willow 

on a 26 mile summer trail through a mountain pass. Today, this trail is known as Hatcher Pass 

Road, a popular scenic route in the summer. In 1920 the Alaska Railroad corporation built the 

Willow Station House. This was a central location between the rail belt that goes between 

Seward and Fairbanks. When the mining slacked off in the 1940s, Willow virtually became a 

ghost town. The community made a comeback with the completion of the George Parks 

Highway in 1972. Willow is most famous for being selected as the proposed site for the capital 

of the State of Alaska after operations in Juneau were to be abandoned. 
 

 

The Capital Move 

Few issues in the history of Alaska have been more controversial than the capital move. Juneau 

is located in southeast Alaska and is only accessible by boat and airplane. There are no roads to 

Juneau. Considered by many to be relatively inaccessible, the issue of moving the capital to a 

more accessible location started shortly after statehood in 1959. The first ballot measure was 

voted on in 1960. 
 

 

Alaska voters finally decided to move the capital from Juneau in 1974.  It was the third time the 

question had been put to them. By this time, the oil pipeline was built and state revenues were 

increasing, so Alaskans thought it was time to put the seat of government in a place accessible to 

the bulk of the population. Access to the capital by the majority of the people was the primary 

motive for the move. 
 

 

A commission was formed to determine where it should be located. The proposed site would 

have to be on state land or at least land that the state could acquire at no cost. It would also have 
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to be accessible by air, highway, and railroad. Anchorage wanted it and Fairbanks wanted it, but 

finally the commission determined that the new capital should be no closer than 40 miles from 

either city and should have a small population, so that a new city could be built. Three sites 

along the Parks Highway between the two cities were chosen and put to a vote in 1976: Mt. 

Yenlo (near Trapper Creek), Larson Lake (near Talkeetna), and Willow. 
 

 

On November 2, 1976 in the general election, the public chose Willow, that “sign-along-the- 

highway-place” with a population at the time of about 30. The initial price tag to establish the 

city through the year 1992 was estimated at $4.4 billion, which included $1.29 billion to build 

the city, $47 million to move people and equipment, $921 million for financing and subsidies, 

and $589 million in compensation for Juneau residents who could not sell their property because 

of the move. 
 

 

The scenario raised the hackles of a majority of Alaskans who cited other priorities for the 

money.  The group FRANK (Frustrated Alaskans Needing Knowledge) fought the issue by 

repeatedly raising the financial question. In 1978, the FRANK committee succeeded in bringing 

the issue before the voters again, this time with a price tag attached. When asked to spend $966 

million to move the capital to Willow, the electorate reversed its position, voting by a three-to- 

one margin, 73% to 26%, to reject the move. 
 

 

The issue has been voted on 10 different times, the most recent being in 2002, when voters were 

asked if they wanted just the legislative sessions moved to Anchorage until a new facility could 

be built to house them in the Matanuska-Susitna Borough.  Once again, the move was rejected by 

the voters. 
 

 

Reasons for and against moving the capital haven’t changed much in the three decades of 

arguing. Below are some of the basic arguments on both sides: 
 

 

Those in favor of the move argue that: 

Juneau is outside 85% of the landmass of Alaska and more than 700 miles from the bulk of the 

population. The capital should be closer to the center of the state’s population. 

Because Juneau is remote and inaccessible to most of the people of the state, the government will 

listen more to lobbyists than to the people. 

More efficient government will be the result of a government that is closer to the people. 

Juneau is two hours from the majority of the state’s population. 

The only way into Juneau is by plane or boat. Air travel is expensive and undependable. There 

is no regular boat travel for the bulk of the population. 

Proponents say it will cost less to move the capital than to leave it in Juneau. However, this 

argument is not substantiated by reports of the new Capital Site Planning Commission. 

The capital is already moving west, with more state employees working in Anchorage than in 

Juneau. 

The people have voted to move it. 

The capital move will bring better government. 
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Those opposed to moving the capital argue that: 

Geographical access to government does not make for good government. 

Telecommunications could put almost every Alaskan in touch with government at a much lower 

cost than moving the capital. 

It will cost more than the state can afford. 

It is not desirable to have the capital located in the largest population in the state because it 

concentrates political power to the exclusion of other interests. 

Juneau already is a good capitol. 

The costs of the move are more than monetary and include such things as the disruption of 

family lives and careers. 

Other parts of the state will be denied needed projects if all the available money is spent on the 

capital move. 

The effect on the city of Juneau would be devastating. The planning commission estimated that 

the population of Juneau would be cut in half and the number of businesses would have been cut 

in half along with the number of jobs. 
 

 

Mile 71 Hatcher Pass/Independence Mine Turn-off 

This road leads to Independence Mine, which is a State Historic Park that is famous for it relics. 

The hard rock mining operations on Hatcher Pass developed as a result of gold discoveries in the 

area in the early 1900s. The mines operated on and off for a number of years, but closed down 

for good in 1951 due to economic problems. During its heyday, Independence Mine employed 

200 workers. 
 

 

Twenty-six families lived near the mines in small cabins known collectively as “Boom Town” 

and Independence Village”. In 1941, the peak year for the mining area, 48,194 ounces of gold 

worth $1,686,000 was mined. The venture had become the second largest hard-rock mining 

operation in the state, second only to the Alaska-Juneau mine. 
 

 

After the 1942 mandatory mine closure by the federal government during WWII, two separate 

attempts to reopen the mine failed, and by 1951 with the price of gold fixed at $35 an ounce, the 

mines were completely abandoned. 
 

 

Independence Mine was entered on the National Register of Historic Places in 1974.  Recent 

preservation efforts have restored several of the surviving 16 buildings and in 1980, the Alaska 

Division of Parks designated the mine and the 271 acres on which it sits as the state’s third 

historical park. 
 

 

Mile 99 Talkeetna Spur Road – 15 miles into town 

Talkeetna Population: 876 

Talkeetna is located at the confluence of the Susitna, Chulitna, and Talkeetna rivers and is a 

Native word that means “River of Plenty” or “Where Rivers Meet." Talkeetna was one of the 

pioneer mining and trapping settlements in the Upper Susitna River Valley. The first settlers 
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came by the Susitna River in about 1901 and built roads into the coal and silver mines to the 

East, in the Talkeetna Mountains. 
 

 

Today many of its residents make their living by providing services to the more than 1,200 

climbers who pass through the town each spring, and from the quickly growing visitor industry. 

The Main Street area is marked by a sign, “Welcome to Beautiful Downtown Talkeetna.” It is 

known as the Party Capital of Alaska. 
 

 

One of the highlights of the summer is the Moose Dropping Festival which occurs during the 

second weekend in July. It is a fun-filled and family oriented weekend complete with: a parade, 

musical and dance presentations, vendor booths, and games, not to mention the ever popular 

Moose Dropping Contest. In August is the Bluegrass Festival, where bands from all over come 

to play on one many stages located at the festival. During the winter time they have the 

Bachelors Auction and the Wilderness Women’s Contest. 
 

 

Many of the buildings in downtown Talkeetna are on the National Register of Historical Places 

and the town itself was placed on the list in 1993.  Fairview Inn is one place where President 

Warren G. Harding stayed when he came to Alaska to drive the golden spike, finalizing the 

completion of the Alaska Railroad, in Nenana in 1923. 
 

 

Mountaineering Information 
 

 

Don Sheldon 

The town of Talkeetna was also the home of Don Sheldon; one of Alaska’s most famous bush 

pilots. Sheldon came to Alaska in 1938 and started flying in 1947.  In 1948, Sheldon started 

Talkeetna Air Service and for the first couple of years of operation, he made his living flying for 

miners, hunters, and fishermen. 
 

 

In 1951, he met Bradford Washburn, director of the Boston Museum of Science who was in the 

process of mapping Mt. McKinley. Washburn needed a glacier pilot and Sheldon quickly learned 

the tricks of mountain flying and glacier landing to become Washburn's assistant. During the 

1950s Sheldon flew for Washburn in the McKinley region and also for a research expedition on 

the Bering Glacier. This was a training period for Sheldon. His specialty became glacier 

landings and he started flying climbers into the mountains for their expeditions. Mt. McKinley 

was only 60 miles from Talkeetna and was an area that he would come to know intimately. 
 

 

Like most bush pilots, Sheldon was often involved with rescue work.  One of the more dramatic 

rescues involving Sheldon occurred in Devil’s Canyon of the Susitna River. Most of the Susitna 

River is wide and calm, except Devil’s Canyon. In this canyon, the 6,750,000-gallon flow of 

water per minute is squeezed between rock walls only 50 to 70 yards wide for roughly five miles. 
 

 

In 1955, the US Army sent a detachment with a 50-foot boat to explore the Susitna drainage. 

Sheldon talked to the men before they departed and realized they had no idea what awaited them. 
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Two days after the men left, Sheldon flew over the Susitna to check on them. He spotted chunks 

of the boat and cans of gas about 25 miles below the canyon. He flew to the canyon and spotted 

seven of the eight men clinging to the canyon wall. There was no place to land his floatplane 

below the men because of the rapids, so Sheldon set his plane down ahead of them. Allowing the 

30 mph current to take him backwards until he was along side of the men and without smashing 

his plane on the rocks, he got close enough for one man to climb aboard. Sheldon then let the 

current take his plane again and they floated for a mile and a half through the rapids until they hit 

calm water for a takeoff. Sheldon then repeated this landing three more times to rescue the 

remaining six men and finally found the last man below the rapids, barely alive. Although he 

received a citation from the army for the rescue, Sheldon later said the most memorable part of the 

rescue was the expression on the men’s faces when they climbed onto his plane. 
 

 

Sheldon’s name quickly became known to climbers throughout the world, and his hangar became 

a popular “hotel” for climbers waiting for transport to the mountain. Sheldon would typically 

drop climbers at the 10,000-foot level on the south side of McKinley. In addition to flying 

climbers in, Sheldon participated in numerous rescues on the mountain. 
 

 

In 1960, a number of expeditions reached the summit of McKinley, but there were several 

accidents. One climber succumbed to altitude sickness at 16,400 feet and weather prevented the 

rest of the party from moving her, as a result her condition worsened. The military rescue service 

asked Sheldon if he could land at 14,000 feet on the mountain for a rescue. It would be the first 

landing ever at that altitude. 
 

 

As luck would have it, Bradford Washburn heard about the accident and called Sheldon from 

Boston. Sheldon asked if there was a place to land. Washburn thought for a moment, and gave 

Sheldon these directions: 

“There is a shelf like basin immediately south of the West Buttress. It’s about 14,000 feet, and 

I’m certain that you can get in with no trouble, but I can’t say the same about coming out. Get 

15,000 feet of altitude as you fly up Kahiltna Pass and fly due north until you are over your strip 

at 10,000 feet. Now, turn your plane exactly 90 degrees to the right, and directly toward it until 

you are really close, drop some power, pull on your flaps, and fly around the right side of the 

pyramid. Right in front of you will be your landing spot.” 
 

 

The landing was not as simple as it sounded. There were only 2,000 feet of smooth snow on a 

steep slope with crevasses below and a step cliff at the upper end. Sheldon eased the plane in at 

the lower end of the slope and stopped just at the upper end. The injured climber was loaded 

onto the plane and Sheldon prepared to take off.  Just as with the landing. He could only try 

once. He headed full throttle toward the crevasse field and lifted off at the last second. It was a 

tremendous rescue. 
 

 

Sheldon’s fame spread. When asked about all the unbelievable stories in the newspapers and 

magazines about him, Sheldon cautioned people not to believe the stories. He was a very 

humble man. Don Sheldon died of cancer in January, 1975 in Anchorage. 
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Climbing Mt. McKinley – The History 

The first recorded reference to Denali in the journal of British explorer ‘George’ Vancouver 

occurred in 1794.   It would be many years before anyone actually tried to climb it. 
 

 

Judge James Wickersham, four men and two mules made an attempt for the summit of McKinley 

in 1903. Wickersham and his party headed for the north peak of the mountain over the 

Kantishna Mountains. They made it to the 10,000-foot level, but had to turn back because they 

found that they were ill equipped for the climb. 
 

 

Dr. Frederick Cook, an explorer from New York, along with five team members attempted to 

climb the mountain that same year, and reached the 11,300-foot level and completed the 

expedition by circumnavigating the mountain. In 1906, Dr. Cook claimed to reach the summit of 

Mt. McKinley, ascending in eight days and returning in four days.  Harper’s Monthly Magazine 

published Dr. Cook’s article about reaching the top of Mt. McKinley with photos from the 

“summit” and a map of the route taken. Later, climbers found the ridge that Cook took his 

pictures from and realized it was actually located eleven miles southeast of Mt. McKinley and 

was only 5,300 feet in elevation. 
 

 

Climbing Mt. McKinley – The Sourdough Expedition 

In December of 1909, a local climbing party decided to try their luck at climbing the mountain. 

“The Sourdough Expedition” was comprised of four Alaskan miners: Pete Anderson, Billy 

Taylor, Charles McGonagall, and their leader Thomas Lloyd. The motivation to climb the 

mountain was to disprove Cook’s claim of 1906. 
 

 

They started their climb from a camp at the 11,000-foot level, taking with them a thermos of hot 

chocolate, some doughnuts, and a fourteen-foot spruce pole with an American flag on it. 

Lloyd and McGonagall dropped out during the climb, but Taylor and Anderson made it to the 

north peak (which is only 850 feet lower and two miles away from the 20,320-foot southern 

peak). 
 

 

This was quite an accomplishment, but it wasn’t until June 7, 1913 that a climbing party of four 

men made it to the summit of the southern peak of McKinley. This successful climb paved the 

way for the many who were to follow in the attempt to climb the great mountain. 
 

 

As time has gone on, and people have attempted the climb, many tragedies have resulted, but 

these tragedies have not discouraged those climbers who are truly inspired to climb McKinley. 
 

 

Advances in equipment and intricate mapping by Bradford Washburn have made a big difference 

in the reduction of accidents and ascent time on the mountain. 
 

 

1947 – Barbara Washburn is the first woman to summit Mt. McKinley 

1992 – Oldest husband and wife team, Norm and Kip Smith, ages 64 and 62, summit McKinley 
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1993 – Joan Phelps completes the first blind ascent of Mt. McKinley 

1995 – Youngest female to reach the summit, Merrick Johnston, age 12 

2001 – Oldest woman to reach summit, Toshiko Uchida, age 70 

2001 – Youngest male to reach the summit, Galen Johnston, age 11 (not related to Merrick 

Johnston, youngest female) 

2005 – Record 1,340 attempt Mt. McKinley – 775 reach the summit 

2005 - Oldest man to reach summit, Sadao Hoshiko, age 70 
 

 

Climbing Mt. McKinley Today 

Many people from various nationalities have successfully climbed Mt. McKinley. 

Approximately 50% of those who attempt the climb actually succeed. The other half of those 

who attempt the climb turn back due to adverse weather conditions, altitude sickness, frostbite, 

or injury. In 2011, a total of 1,1232 mountaineers registered to climb the mountain. A total of 

687 climbers reached the summit, a 56% success rate. 
 

 

Desire and a Team 

When planning an ascent on Mt. McKinley, a person must first have an intense desire to 

challenge the mountain. One must gather a group of climbers (unless one is making a solo 

attempt), usually six, who are enthusiastic about and dedicated to reaching the summit of the 

mountain. The most important factor of an expedition team is their level of bonding with each 

other. It is during the critical moments in a climb that teamwork is a matter of life or death, 

especially at the higher altitudes. 
 

 

Planning the climb 

In a climb of this magnitude, a great deal of planning and preparation is needed. The ideal time 

of the year to climb is from late-April to mid-July, when crevasses have not yet opened up due to 

summer melting. After picking a date for a climb, a team must decide on a route. There are 

several routes to choose from: the Cassin, West Rib, South Buttress, East Buttress, Northwest 

Buttress, and the West Buttress, the most common route. 
 

 

After choosing a route, a team must obtain a permit to climb the mountain from the National 

Park Service, at least 60 days in advance. A fee of $350 + $10 park entrance fee is charged for 

each member of the expeditions' team ($250 + $10 park entrance fee for climbers under age 25). 

This fee is used to offset mountaineering administration costs. If the team meets all the 

requirements they will be granted a permit. If a team feels they do not have enough knowledge 

of the mountains, they can utilize authorized guide services that are also available. 
 

 

All Denali climbers must stop by the Talkeetna Ranger Station for an orientation and briefing 

before their departure for their expedition. This briefing will include information about sanitary 

practices and current weather, avalanche and glacier conditions. 
 

 

The next step in preparing for a climb is to gather food and equipment. A climbing party must 

bring enough food to last each member at least one entire month. This is enough extra food in 
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case a team becomes stranded by poor weather conditions. Vacuum packed, dehydrated food is 

the most common type carried because it is light and easy to pack. 
 

 

When climbing, it is important to eat a lot of  high-energy foods, carbohydrates, sugar, and salt. 

Proteins are not a desirable food because they are almost completely indigestible at higher 

elevations. Drinking a lot of water (at least two quarts a day) is also important, due to the 

amount of fluid that is lost during the climb. Water is obtained by melting snow.  Eating un- 

melted snow is not recommended because it uses too many calories and lowers the body 

temperature, which increases the chance of hypothermia. 
 

 

Equipment is of the utmost importance on a mountain climb. Some of the essentials are as 

follows: stoves, fuel (white gas), tents, sleeping bag (rated to at least –30 degrees), insulated 

sleeping pads, goggles, wool pants, sweaters, polypropylene underwear, pile pants, hats, gloves, 

wool socks, ice ax, first aid kit, skis or snowshoes, backpack, sunscreen, and a shovel. It is 

important to follow instructions provided by rangers on proper human waste disposal. Pit toilets 

are to be used where provided. Elsewhere, biodegradable bags are used for latrines. Plan on 

bringing additional bags for this use. 
 

 

The “Climb” 

After the food and equipment have been collected, the team makes their way to their approach 

point for the climb. Depending on the route chosen by the team, there are basically three 

approach points. The teams wishing to climb on the northern side of the mountain are required 

to register at the Talkeetna Ranger Station, drive to the parks main entrance and then take a 

shuttle bus through Denali National Park to Eielson Visitor’s Center where they begin their 

ascent of Mt. McKinley. This approach is long and hard, but is less expensive than the “fly-in” 

approaches. 
 

 

Two other approaches to the mountain require flights into established base camps on the 

mountain. Climbing teams register with the Park Service in the town of Talkeetna and then are 

flown into these camps to begin their ascent. The drop-off points are either at the head of the 

Ruth Glacier or on the southeast fork of the Kahiltna Glacier, at the 7,200-foot level. 

The southeast fork of the Kahiltna is the most popular approach point for the most popular route, 

the West Buttress. Approximately 30% of all attempts are made from this point. 
 

 

When a team arrives at the base camp, they spend the night and the next day getting prepared 

and organized. The next evening, the team packs up and moves approximately eight miles to 

establish: 

Camp 1 at about the 7,800-foot level. Climbing at night is preferred over the day because the 

snow has more stability at night. (Climbers take advantage of daylight to dry out wet 

equipment.) Two to three trips are made between camps to ferry supplies from one point to the 

next (approximately 50 pounds of supplies can be carried at a time.) 

After a period of acclimatization, climbers move on to their next camp: 
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Camp 2, this is set up at the 9,600 foot level. The ascent up Mt. McKinley should be done at a 

moderate pace. 

A common climbing technique is known as the “rest stop” in which climbers take a breath in and 

out for every step that is taken. Proper acclimatization is also very important for the prevention 

of altitude sickness. 

Camp 3 is located at Kahiltna Pass at 11,300 feet, a large area generally protected from raging 

winds that can reach 150 mph. The team continues on through Windy Corner to “Base Camp”, 

or Camp 4, at 14,200 feet. The team usually rests here in preparation for the West Buttress 

headwall. This 40-degree face has 90 foot long “fixed lines” in order to make the ascent a little 

easier. Climbers simply hook into the lines with a few climbing aids and then they proceed onto 

the main flanks of the mountain at the 16,000-foot level. Crampons and ice axes are imperative 

on this ridge for it is completely free of snow due to the high winds in the area. 

Camp 5 is established at 17,200 feet and is the location where a team waits for good weather 

before making a push for the summit. 

The summit party departs at about 9:00 AM to 10:00 AM to utilize the warmth of the day 

because it is extremely cold at this elevation. It takes an average of 10 hours to reach the 

summit, and once it is reached, the team poses for a few brief pictures and then starts the descent. 

The summit is cold and windy and breathing can be extremely difficult at that altitude. 
 

 

The “Descent” 

The climbers’ descent must be done with great care and caution. The team follows basically the 

same route that was followed on the ascent, but they take less time going down and not all the 

camps are used. The descent is the most prevalent time for accidents. Climbers have a tendency 

to let down their guard after reaching the summit. Once a team reaches the original base camp, 

they contact the radio station located on the glacier and a plane is called in to pick them up. 

All garbage must be carried away from the mountain. Abandoning surplus food, fuel, and other 

equipment in caches, or disposing of it in crevasses is prohibited. 
 

 

Facilities on the Mountain 

The Park Service has facilities set up on the mountain to accommodate the climbers 

(approximately 1,000 climbers a year attempt Mt. McKinley.) There are restrooms at the 10,000 

and 14,300-foot levels, as well as manned radio and first aid stations. 
 

 

Conclusion 

Mt. McKinley is a mountain many climbers dream of climbing. The climb takes a great deal of 

preparation, determination, and effort and it is one of the most challenging climbs due to the 

harsh weather conditions, rather than the actual climb itself, and quite an accomplishment for 

those who succeed. 
 

 

Mt. McKinley 

It is no wonder that the Indians of Alaska called this mountain, Denali – “The High One”. 
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No other mountain in the world, not even in the Himalayas rises so dramatically above its own 

base and stands in such lofty isolation over its neighbors. McKinley’s summit crowned by twin 

peaks soars to an altitude of 20,320 feet, rising 18,000 feet from its base, a 2,000 foot plateau. It 

is by far the most impressive feature of the Alaska Range, a curved chain of mountains that 

stretches 580 miles across the lower third of Alaska. The range acts as a natural land barrier 

between Anchorage on the coastal lowlands, and Alaska’s interior to the North. 
 

 

It’s all in a name – Denali vs Mt. McKinley 

Denali (The High One) is the Native American word for North America’s highest peak, Mount 

McKinley, rising 20,320 feet. Denali was renamed Mount McKinley for William McKinley, a 

nominee for President, by the Princeton graduate and gold prospector, William Dickey. Dickey 

was one of the hundreds of prospectors seeking gold in the 1896 Cook Inlet Stampede. He had 

written an article for the New York Sun where he had described the mountain as the highest in 

North America. Since the 1900s, the official name of this great mountain has not rested in peace. 

In 1914, following his historic first ascent of the mountain in 1913, Hudson Stuck wrote in the 

preface of his book, The Ascent of Denali: “Forefront in this book, because forefront in the 

author’s heart and desire, must stand a plea for the restoration to the greatest mountain in North 

America of its immemorial native name.” 
 

 

In 1980, the name Mount McKinley National Park was officially changed to Denali National 

Park and Preserve. The State of Alaska Board of Geographic Names has also officially changed 

the mountain’s name back to Denali. On federal maps Denali is in parentheses, while on many 

state maps McKinley is in parentheses. Negotiations continue today to officially return the 

original native name to this magnificent mountain. 
 

 

Timeline 

 

 

 

• 1896-1902 Surveys by Robert Muldrow, George Eldridge, Alfred Brooks. 

• 1903. First attempt, by Judge James Wickersham. 

• 1906. Frederick Cook falsely claims the first ascent of McKinley. 

• 1910. The Sourdoughs ascend the North Summit. 

• 1912. The Parker-Browne attempt almost reaches the South Summit. 

• 1913. First ascent by Hudson Stuck, Walter Harper, Harry Karstens, Robert Tatum. 
 

• 1932. Second ascent, by Alfred Linley, Harry Liek, Grant Pearson, Erling Strom. (Both peaks were 
climbed.) 

• 1947. Barbara Washburn becomes the first woman to reach the summit as her husband Bradford Washburn 
becomes the first to summit twice. 

• 1951. First ascent of the West Buttress Route, led by Bradford Washburn. 

• 1954. First ascent of the very long South Buttress Route. 

• 1959. First ascent of the West Rib, now a popular, mildly technical route to the summit. 
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• 1961. First ascent of the Cassin Ridge, the best-known technical route on the mountain. This was a major 
landmark in Alaskan climbing. 

• 1963. Two teams make first ascents of two different routes on the Wickersham Wall. 

• 1967. First winter ascent, via the West Buttress, by Dave Johnston, Art Davidson, and Ray Genet. 
 

• 1967. Seven members of Joe Wilcox's twelve-man expedition perish in a storm near the summit. Up to this 
time, this was the third worst disaster in mountaineering history in terms of lives lost. 

• 1970. First solo ascent by Naomi Uemura. 
 

• 1984. Uemura returns to make the first winter solo ascent, but dies after summitting. Tono Križo, František 
Korl and Blažej Adam from the Slovak Mountaineering Association climb a very direct route to the summit, 
now known as the Slovak Route, on the south face of the mountain, to the right of the Cassin Ridge.[7] 

• 1988. First solo winter ascent with safe return, by Vern Tejas. 

• 1990. Alaskan Norma Jean Saunders became the first woman to officially document a solo ascent of Mount 
McKinley. She climbed the West Buttress. 

• 1992. Oldest husband and wife team, Norm and Kip Smith ages 64 and 62 summit Denali. 

• 1993. Joan Phelps completes the first Blind ascent of McKinley. 

• 1995. Merrick Johnston, age 12 is the youngest female to reach the summit. 
 

 

• 1997. First continuous ski descent of Wickersham wall is made by Adrian Nature. 
 

 

• 2001. Tochiko Uchida, age 70, becomes the oldest woman to reach the summit and Galen Johnston, age 11, 
becomes the youngest male. 

 

 

• 2007. Masatoshi Kuriaki completes the first solo winter ascent of Mt Foraker and Michio Kumamoto, age 
76, breaks the record for oldest male to reach the summit. 

 

 

 

 

Back on the Parks Highway, heading North to Denali 
 

 

Mile 114.8 Trapper Creek Population: 481 
 

 

Mile 134.7 Denali South Viewpoint 

Approved stop. Bathrooms available, no snacks or drinks. 
 

 

Mile 147.2 & 147.4 Veteran’s Memorial 

Approved stop. Bathrooms available, snacks & drinks available when small gift shop is open. 

The first memorial dedicated to Alaskan military veterans was erected in the summer of 1983 at 

Byers Lake. The memorial, set in a wooded area, was built in remembrance of Alaskan veterans 

who served their country at home and abroad. 

Five panels representing each branch of service are arranged in a semi-circle. The five branches 

of the military honored are the Army, Navy, Air Force, Marines and Coast Guard. Each panel 

contains a short history of the contributions made to Alaska by the military. A sculpture of two 

Aleut members of the Alaskan Territorial Guard stands at the entrance of the memorial. 
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The memorial was made possible by legislation introduced by former State Senator Charles Parr, 

from Fairbanks, who recognized that Alaska was one of the few states in the nation without a 

memorial to its veterans. 
 

 

Military in Alaska 

Alaska’s proximity to foreign countries, has caused Alaska to have more contact with foreign 

nations than most other states. In fact Alaska is closer to Russia, Canada, North & South Korea, 

Japan, and Scandanavian countries than it is to Washington, D.C. The fact that Alaska has a long 

coastline and its thousands of miles of territorial waters border international waters only 

increases this contact. 

Despite Alaska’s important strategic position, the military played only a minor role in its history 

before WWII. Its role in Alaska, prior to 1940, was devoted mainly to civilian objectives such as 

communications and public works. As time went on, the military began to grow in Alaska, but at 

a somewhat slow pace. 
 

 

Pearl Harbor 

When the Japanese struck Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, Alaska was unprepared for 

involvement in the war. The Japanese soon began to threaten the Western Aleutians and 

Midway. Six months after the attack on Pearl Harbor, they bombed Dutch Harbor in the Aleutian 

Islands. On June 7, 1942, the Japanese invaded and occupied the islands of Attu and Kiska, both 

in the US territory on the Aleutian Chain. The Aleutian Islands are only 2,400 miles from Tokyo, 

Japan and only 1,300 miles from Seattle, Washington. The Americans felt that if the Japanese 

could base bombers in the Aleutians, they would have only a 12-hour flight into Seattle, which 

would be devastating to the United States. The Japanese wanted the islands for bases for long- 

range sea planes that could patrol the 1,500 miles of ocean between Midway and the Aleutians to 

detect any American activity in the area. They also felt that Attu and Kiska bases would block 

any American attack on the islands of Japan. 
 

 

The Americans Retaliate 

The American efforts to retake Attu and Kiska began immediately, with bombing raids on the 

islands soon after the Japanese occupied them. Eventually Japan moved most of its troops from 

Attu to the island of Kiska in an attempt to reinforce the Kiska garrison. They soon moved some 

of their troops back to Attu, because of a US naval blockade in the Aleutians. The blockade was 

believed to be an indicator for an invasion of Northern Japan. The Americans established new 

bases and built up strength to retake Attu and Kiska. 
 

 

Taking Attu 

On May 11, 1943, American troops attacked the Japanese on Attu Island. The battle lasted until 

May 29th and many, on both sides, were killed in the conflict. 
 

 

The Americans overcame the Japanese forces and, by the end of the battle, only 29 of the 2,400 

Japanese who fought, survived the conflict. Out of 15,000 people involved in the battle, 

approximately 550 Americans were killed and over 1,100 were seriously injured. The island of 
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Attu was retaken by the Americans and they turned to the problem of expelling the Japanese 

from Kiska. 
 

 

Taking Kiska 

The Americans had an invasion force of 34,000 men for Kiska. The Japanese had been trying to 

get off the island by submarines (because they realized they would be unable to survive the 

expected invasion by the Americans), but the majority that attempted to escape were detected and 

bombed by American forces. 
 

 

On July 28, 1943, the Japanese managed a brilliant escape from Kiska. Mysterious radar 

contacts were reported 200 miles southwest of Kiska, which drew off the American Naval forces 

who were picketing the island. Two Japanese carriers and six destroyers rushed into Kiska 

Harbor and carried away the remaining Japanese as the Americans were investigating the radar 

contacts. 
 

 

The Americans suspected that there had been an evacuation, but they took no chances. On 

August 15, 1943, they invaded Kiska only to find that the Japanese were gone. Although there 

were no enemy troops on the island, 24 men were accidentally killed by their comrades in the 

darkness, four died from booby traps left by the Japanese, and another 50 were wounded in the 

invasion. The American invasion of Kiska was estimated to have cost between $150 and $170 

million. 
 

 

The campaign to retake Attu and Kiska required a huge military build-up and the construction of 

a number of military bases on the Alaska mainland and throughout the Aleutian Islands. 
 

 

Much of the American military force, in Alaska left after the recapture of Attu and Kiska 

(because they were needed elsewhere) and many of the new bases that had been built in Alaska 

were either closed down or reduced in size. 
 

 

The Effect of the Military in Alaska 

After the Aleutians had been secured, military activities declined sharply. From 152,000 

members of the armed forces in Alaska in 1943, the number declined to a mere 19,000 in 1946. 

Although military activities decreased rapidly after 1943, the war had a lasting and profound 

impact on the Territory. 
 

 

The residual benefits to the civilian economy and the development of Alaska were tremendous. 

Between 1941 and 1945, the federal government spent well over $1 billion in Alaska. The 

modernization of the Alaska Railroad, the expansion of airfield and the construction of roads 

benefited the civilian population as well as the war effort. Many of the docks, wharfs, and 

breakwaters built along the coast for use by the Navy, the Coast Guard, and the Army Transport 

Service were turned over to the Territory after the war. 
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Thousands of soldiers and construction workers had come north and, as reflected in population 

statistics, many decided to make Alaska their home at the end of the hostilities. Between 1940 

and 1950, the territory’s population increased from approximately 74,000 to 112,000. This 

population influx put a tremendous strain on Alaska’s already inadequate social services such as 

hospitals, housing and local government. 
 

 

In short, the war was the biggest boom that Alaska ever experienced, bigger than any of the gold 

rushes of the past. Yet, at the end of the war, with the curtailment of defense spending, Alaskans 

again were confronted with the problems of a boom or bust economy. 
 

 

Mile 162.4 Denali North Viewpoint 

Approved stop. Bathrooms available, no snacks or drinks. 
 

 

Mile 174.0 Hurricane Gulch 

The bridge across Hurricane Gulch is 550 feet long, with a 260-foot drop to the creek below. 

The largest span is 400 feet. The bridge itself was built by a Korean construction firm and it cost 

$1.2 million to complete. 
 

 

Mile 178.1 Honolulu Creek 

This is the halfway point between Fairbanks and Anchorage. A nice canyon-like cut can be seen 

to the West before crossing the bridge. It is a good example of how the area is changing 

geographically at a rapid rate. 
 

 

Mile 188.5 Igloo Service Station 

Construction on the igloo began in the 1970’s with a completion target in 1992. 

Leon Smith designed and built the igloo. He thought it appropriate that Alaska have an igloo. 

The wood frame building has 888 sheets of plywood covered with urethane insulation. 

It contains a four-story atrium, 48 pie shaped rooms, a 90-seat dining room on the first floor. 

Although it is unusually shaped it does conform to all building codes. The building was intended 

to be a motel and trailer park several years ago when construction started, but construction was 

terminated due to lack of funds. The service station and other facilities on the property were 

closed in 2008. 
 

 

The Inuit word iglu can be used for a house or home built of any material and is not restricted 

specifically to snow houses. 
 

 

Mile 202 Summit Lakes 

The long narrow lakes along side the road were caused by the receding of glaciers that flowed 

through this area on their way to Cook Inlet. These “Scratch” marks collected moraine materials 

(rocks and gravel) which permitted water to collect and form these lakes. Other evidence of 

glacial action can be seen in the U-shape of the valleys in this area. 
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Mile 201.3 Broad Pass Summit Elevation: 2,409 

You can point out that all rivers and streams north of Broad Pass summit flow north to the Yukon 

River and then eventually it will make the journey out to the Bering Sea. 

Everything south of Broad Pass summit will flow south into Susitna River and then into the 

Cook Inlet near Anchorage.  As the summer progresses, various wildflowers and berries come 

into bloom (bunchberries, blueberries, cranberries, and blackberries). 
 

 

Berry Picking in Alaska 

Alaska is abundantly blessed with a variety of berries and most people who live in the state take 

their berry picking quite seriously. 
 

 

Blueberries 

Blueberries are usually picked by hand, but there are other methods as well. Some people use a 

small box with prongs extended out on the edge that is used to comb the bushes. Others “beat 

the bushes” with a small paddle made out of willow and covered with canvas. The berries are 

collected quickly by hitting the bushes in a downward strike toward a flat basket that is held 

below the bush.  Both of these methods slightly damage the berries, and the berries also need to 

be cleaned up because of the twigs that are collected as a result of these methods. 
 

 

Cranberries 

Low bush cranberries are the staple of northern berry lovers. They can usually be found in great 

numbers throughout the area. This firm, tart, red berry is found in bogs, on hills, mountains, and 

in spruce and birch forests. In the interior, they usually ripen to a crimson red by the end of 

August. When the berries are ripe, people hike out with backpacks and small birch baskets to 

pick them. The berries are usually stored in wooden barrels, covered with canvas and a piece of 

plywood for a lid. Berries will stay fresh through the entire winter when stored in this manner. 
 

 

Blackberries 

Blackberries are another type of berry found in Alaska, and are also called crow or mossberries. 

They are found growing in the same area as the cranberry. They grow in patches on little 

evergreen-like bushes close to the ground. They are not as tangy as the cranberry and they make 

a good jelly. 
 

 

Rosehips 

The rose bush produces big sweet berries called rosehips. The berry has a cluster of big seeds in 

them that discourage many people from eating them, even though rosehips are a tasty berry. The 

rosehip makes a wonderful tea and a fine wine when the tea is fermented with sugar. Bears also 

enjoy rosehips and can often be seen feeding on them, in the late summer, when they are in 

bloom. 
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Mile 210.0 Cantwell Population: 219, Elevation: 

2190 

The town of Cantwell is located near the junction of the George Parks and Denali Highways. 

The Denali Highway connects with Paxon, on the Richardson Highway, and was completed in 

1956.  Before the Parks Highway was completed, this was the only road into Mt. McKinley 

National Park. 
 

 

Cantwell began as a railroad flag stop on the Alaska Railroad. Cantwell was named for the 

Cantwell River, the original name of the Nenana River, which was named in 1885 for Lt. John C. 

Cantwell of the Revenue-Cuter Service, who explored the Kobuk River region. 
 

 

In 1984, construction began on a $130.8 million electrical transmission line between Fairbanks 

and Anchorage. This caused quite a stir in Cantwell. The residents no longer had to generate 

their own power as they braved the winters for years. They were afraid the cheap electricity 

would cause growth that would change the town’s character. Many of the people who live in 

Cantwell work for the National Park Service in Denali NP.  Others work with construction crews 

who maintain the highway and Alaska Railroad. 
 

 

Mile 225 Many trees in the area have a rusty colored growth, called Witches Broom 

This growth is called “Witches Broom”, which is a fungus disease. In the spring, bright yellow 

pustules appear on the broom. As the summer progresses these turn orange creating reproductive 

spores which will fall off in late August. The broom will then turn dark brown. The fungus does 

not spread directly from spruce to spruce, but the fallen spores will usually infect a bunchberry 

plant, (dwarf dogwood) whose spores in turn will infect another spruce. Witches broom is not 

deadly to a tree, but it will weaken the tree’s resistance to other diseases and adverse weather. 
 

 

Mile 231.1 McKinley Village Lodge 
 

 

Mile 237.4 Denali National Park & Preserve Entrance 
 

 

The Park 

The park was established as Mt. McKinley National Park on Feb. 26, 1917. The original park 

was designated a wilderness area and incorporated into Denali National Park and Preserve in 

1980. The Park was designated an international biosphere reserve in 1976. Today the park 

accommodates a wide variety of visitor use including wildlife viewing, mountaineering, and 

backpacking. It continues to provide a laboratory for research in the natural sciences. Denali's 

more than 6 million acres encompass a complete sub-arctic ecosystem. 
 

 

Until 1980, the park was 1.7 million acres.  President Jimmy Carter signed into law an expansion 

of the size of the park to 6.029 million acres (9,420.1 sq. miles). 

Comparison sizes: 

Massachusetts 8284 sq miles 

New Hampshire 9279 sq miles 
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Weather 

Weather in Denali is extremely variable. Often changes in weather occur without warning. Many 

of the rangers tell visitors to expect sun, wind, rain, and clouds, and expect them all on the same 

day.  Average summer temperatures range from 33 to 75 degrees Fahrenheit. It has been known 

to snow in July.   Winters can be extremely cold with temperatures ranging from -40 degrees 

Fahrenheit and below to high 20s on warm days.  Because of latitude and limited water, the park 

is designated as a subarctic desert. 
 

 

Travel 

Beyond the Savage Check Station at Mile 15 of the park road, you’ll need to be on a bus, 

bicycle, or your own two feet, unless you have a permit for one of the campgrounds.  After you 

arrive at the campground, however, you must park your vehicle and continue on foot, bicycle or 

bus.  Early visitors arriving in the park around 1925 were allowed to drive the park road as it was 

gradually  constructed  westward.  As  visitation  increased,  the  numerous  travelers  along  the 

narrow, rustic park road became a threat to wildlife. The National Park Service soon recognized 

the need for either public transportation or massive road improvements.  The bus transportation 

system was established in 1972 to limit impact on wildlife due to anticipated increases in road 

traffic. 
 

 

Geology 

McKinley’s geology features a portion of the Denali Fault System, the largest fault break in 

North America, which stretches 1,300 miles across the full width of Alaska. 
 

 

Associated with the Alaska Range, the fault passes through the park, separating the most ancient 

rocks in Alaska from those of a much younger age. Formed by the movement of tectonic plates 

only 5 million years ago, the mountains of the Alaska Range are still rising. Surprisingly, the 

mountains are rising faster than they are being eroded away. It is estimated that Mt. McKinley 

may be growing at a rate of two inches per year. 
 

 

The Denali Fault system has displaced the land westward approximately 250 miles during the 

last 60 million years. It is also hypothesized that the beginnings of Mt. McKinley were 

somewhere close to Tok, Alaska to the East. 
 

 

Events that occurred between these extremes have created a beautiful land with contrasting wide, 

low plains, dark mountains, brightly colored peaks, and sheer granite domes. Surprisingly, much 

of Alaska north of the park was never covered by the last continental ice sheet, which retreated 

ten to fourteen thousand years ago. The park lies at the northern limit of this ice age glaciation 

that covered most of the Northern Hemisphere. 
 

 

Wildlife 

The size of the wilderness and the effect of very little contact with man make this area abundant 

with wildlife species, but not with numbers of animals. Their numbers are limited by the lack of 
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vegetation and other limited sources of food. The park is home to 37 mammal species and 130 

bird species. Extreme cold prevent most cold-blooded land vertebrates from living in the park, 

but one amphibian, the wood frog, makes its home here. 
 

 

The Denali caribou herd still follows ancient migration patterns through the mountain passes. 

Dall sheep are able to live on the rock slopes, while moose browse the low lands amongst the 

willow thickets. Wolves roam huge territories in search of prey, and ravens, magpies, and gray 

jays quickly clean up any scraps. The grizzly bear will also feed on any carcass it comes across, 

but its diet consists mainly of blueberries, grass, roots, and ground squirrels it digs from their 

burrows. 
 

Mile 238.2 Grande Denali Lodge 
 

 

Mile 239.0 McKinley Chalets 


