
Premier Alaska Tours Parks Highway: Denali to Fairbanks Alaska  

1 

 

 

 

 

As you enter the Nenana River Canyon look for Dall Sheep and for rafters in Nenana River. 

Though beautiful, the canyon was a nightmare for builders of the Alaska Railroad. The large 

amounts of gravel throughout the area made the soil unstable and landslides were a constant fear. 

Many wooden bridges in the canyon had to be replaced by steel bridges because they were 

weakened or demolished in landslides. Blasting tunnels in this canyon also was necessary. 
 

 

Mile 248.4 Healy Population: 1,021, Elevation: 1,368 

Healy, a wealthy community with an average income of approximately $60,000 a year, started 

out as a gold mining town and later became a railroad construction camp. 
 

 

Why is everyone doing so well in Healy today? Because most of the people who live here work 

for the Usibelli Coal Mine, the Golden Valley Electrical Association, the Highway Department or 

the National Park Service. Because of its mining operation, Healy has one of the highest per 

capita incomes in the U.S. 
 

 

Usibelli Coal Mine 

It is estimated that Alaska has approximately 1,850,000,000,000 (1.85 trillion) tons in coal 

resources. If only 10% of that is recoverable (185 billion tons) there is enough coal in Alaska to 

last the U.S. about 15,000 years at current energy use rates. To date, the state has a demonstrated 

coal base of approximately 6 billion tons. 
 

 

An example of the coal taken out of the earth can be seen in the distance along the riverbank in 

the exposed coal seam. 
 

 

History 

Founded in 1943 by Emil Usibelli, Usibelli Coal Mine is located within the Alaska Range near 

the town of Healy.  Usibelli built a generating system in 1967 to provide electricity for the 

Fairbanks Municipal Utilities System and the Golden Valley Electrical Association, in which 

coal is burned to boil water to get steam pressure to turn turbine generators which produce the 

power. This power plant is the largest coal-fired steam plant in the state of Alaska. 
 

 

After more than 60 years in operation, UCM's success in a harsh climate and remote location can 

be attributed to innovation in its operations. State-of-the-art equipment and modern methods have 

maximized efficiency. Currently, an average of 1.2 million tons of coal is produced annually. 

This tonnage is used in six Interior Alaska's power plants. 
 

 

This mine is the only operating coal mine in Alaska. In 1984, an export pact was signed for 

Usibelli to ship 800,000 tons of steam coal per year to South Korea, making it the first company 

in the USA to export coal to South Korea. The coal was transferred by the Alaska Railroad to 

Seward, Alaska, where it was then loaded on vessels and shipped to South Korea. Usibelli Coal 

Mine Inc. lost its contract with South Korea-based Hyundai Merchant Marine Co. Ltd in 2002, 

but shipped again 2003-2009.  Usibelli Coal Mine also supplies coal to 6 power plants in Alaska 

and 3 power plants on the west coast of Chili. 
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Environmental Impacts 

Usibelli coal is among the lowest sulfur coal produced in the world and noted as the lowest 

sulfur coal in the nation by the Environmental Protection Agency. Other environmental benefits 

include low nitrogen content, high calcium content and excellent performance characteristics in 

equipment designed to clean exhaust gas emissions. 
 

 

Usibelli is an open pit strip mine, which usually destroys the landscape. As a result, Usibelli 

Coal Mine began its land reclamation program in 1971and formed a subsidiary company, Nuera 

Reclamation. It began rebuilding the landscape by planting hybrid grasses that put down roots 

quickly to keep the land from eroding. Soon after they planted these grasses, about 150 Dall 

sheep came down to graze in the spring. Usibelli had the area designated as a game refuge. In 

1984, Joe Usibelli Jr. was designated Alaskan of the Year for his land reclamation work. 
 

 

Usibelli Tipple 

The triangular blue building is a tipple. When the coal comes from the mine, it is crushed in the 

tipple, put on a conveyer belt, and then loaded on ARR cars as freight. The freight train will 

slow to ½ mile per hour as it proceeds through the tipple to be loaded. The tipple can fill 

approximately 30, 80-ton rail cars in one hour. 
 

 

Mile 251.1 Stampede Road 

Stampede Road starts to the west. This is the road taken by Chris McCandless on his fateful trip 

in the Alaskan wilderness recorded in the book Into the Wild. 

 

Mile 283.5 Clear Population: 376, Elevation: 552 

Clear Air Force Station, AK is home to the 13th Space Warning Squadron and is one of three 

bases used in the Ballistic Missile Early Warning System. The other two are located in England 

and Greenland. The Clear site was built in the late 1950s and declared fully operational in 1961. 

Its main responsibility is for the detection of submarine missiles and Inter Continental Ballistic 

Missiles (ICBMs).  Its secondary mission is to provide Space Surveillance data on orbiting objects 

to the Space Control Center at North American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD). The 

new Solid State Phased-Array Radar System (SSPARS) replaced a mechanical system in the early 

2000s and is now capable of tracking multiple objects. 
 

 

This installation is on 11,500 acres and employs 113 uniformed military personnel, 50 

Department of Defense civilian employees, 3 Canadian military members, and 210 contract 

employees.  The site has its own coal powered plant that is large enough to supply a city of 

10,000 with electricity. 
 

 

Mile 283.5 Anderson Population: 246, Elevation: 

The townsite was originally inhabited by three homesteaders, Art Anderson, William Devon and 

Charles DeWitt, who settled in the Anderson area during the late 1950s. The city was 
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incorporated in 1962 and is home to military families and many of the civilian workers at the 

Clear Air Force Station. 
 

 

 

Mile 304.5 Nenana Population: 378, Elevation: 400 
 

Nenana is in the western-most portion of Tanana Athabascan territory. The original name was 

Tortella, an interpretation of the native word “Toghotthele” which means “mountain that parallels 

the river.” The current name of this town is Athabascan for a “good place to camp between two 

rivers”. Nenana is set at the confluence of the Tanana and the Nenana Rivers. Early explorers 

did not enter this valley until 1875. However, the native people of this area were accustomed to 

meetings with Europeans due to fur trading. 
 

 

History 

Beginning in 1916, Nenana was a major construction base during the building of the Alaska 

Railroad. On July 23, 1923, President Warren G. Harding came to Nenana to drive the “Golden 

Spike" into the railroad that marked its completion. That “golden spike” is now on display in the 

Smithsonian Museum. 
 

 

In January of 1985, the state purchased the Alaska Railroad from the federal government for 

$22.3 million. The official transfer site for the railroad was here in Nenana. The Alaska 

Railroad was the last federally owned railroad in the United States. 
 

 

Present 

Today, Nenana is the homeport of the Yutana Barge Line. It is one of the world’s foremost 

shallow draft barge lines. Seven tugboats and 14 barges carry freight, fuel and supplies 2,000 

miles to 77 villages along the Tanana and Yukon Rivers during the summer months (about 125 

days). The line employs about 100 people. 
 

 

Nenana Ice Classic 

Before 1917, when the Alaska Railroad Bridge across the Tanana River at Nenana was 

completed, the ice road across the frozen river was a critical transportation feature. After the ice 

melted, it was more difficult to move goods from Fairbanks to the south and from Anchorage to 

the interior. 
 

 

The Ice Classic is an event held in Nenana each year in which people can bet on when the ice 

will break up on the Tanana River. The event got its start in 1917 when a group of railroad 

surveyors, based in the Nenana area, created a pool betting when ‘breakup’ would occur, so they 

could finish their job on the Bridge. The first pool was $800. The Railroad Bridge made it 

possible to cross the river year-round, and "breakup" became a contest to be won. 

 

During the Nenana winter carnival in March, known as “Tripod Days”, a 1,500 pound spruce 

tripod is firmly set into the ice of the Tanana River about 300 feet from the shore. The 4-pole 
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base of the tripod is painted in black and white stripes. Whoever is interested enough to 

participate, can help set up the tripod. The tripod is erected by people-power. The legs of the 

tripod are frozen into the surface of the ice by the simple method of digging trenches in the ice 

with chain saws, placing the tripod in place, and filling the holes with river water. 
 

 

Months later, when the tripod moves, a traditional chain-reaction will begin. A rope connecting 

the tripod to a clock tower will set off an air raid siren signaling that breakup is at hand. Once the 

tripod moves 100 feet downstream, a machine will stop the hands of the clock in the tower at the 

official breakup time for that year. Since 1917, the earliest breakup was on April 20, 1940 at 

3:27 pm and the latest on May 20, 1964 at 11:41 am. 
 

 

Whoever comes closest to the exact date, hour, and minute of the breakup is declared the winner 

of the pool. In the event of a tie, the money is divided equally amongst the winners. Over $7.6 

million has been paid during the past 83 years. 
 

 

In 2009, the total prize jackpot was $283,723. There were 2 winning tickets that split the pot. 

The time of breakup was May 1st at 8:42pm. 
 

 

In 2010, the total prize jackpot was $279,030. There were 3 winning tickets that all split the pot. 

The time of breakup was April 29th at 9:06 am. 
 

 

In 2011, the total prize jackpot was $338,062. There were 22 winning tickets that all split the 

pot. The time of breakup was May 4th at 4:24 pm. 
 

 

Nenana Ice classic tickets are sold for $2.50 each, from February 1st until April 5th each year, and 

are deposited in barrels on the premises of the ticket dealers throughout the state. After ticket 

sales close, the tickets are collected, brought to Nenana, and sorted by hand. 
 

 

Nenana Ice Classic tickets are illegal to mail, however interested parties can make a list of 

guesses, and send them to the Nenana Ice Classic officials. When the list of guesses is sent in 

with the proper payment, the tickets will be filled out by an official of the Nenana Ice Classic. A 

copy of the tickets will be sent through the mail. The tickets will be deposited directly into an 

official Nenana Ice Classic "can" by a member of the Nenana Ice Classic. 

All tickets or guesses need to include the following information: 

The MONTH of each guess (usually but not always April or May) 

The DATE of each guess (remember: April has no April 31) 

The HOUR of each guess 

The MINUTE of each guess 

The DESIGNATION of AM or PM for each of your guesses 

(Further specify 12:00 times as either noon or midnight (be explicit AM or PM) 



Premier Alaska Tours Parks Highway: Denali to Fairbanks Alaska  

5 

 

 

 

 

Guesses with payment must be submitted to: 

Nenana Ice Classic 

Box 272 

Nenana, Alaska 99760 
 

 

Mears Memorial Bridge Elevation: 367 Feet 

This was the last major bridge project on the railroad and it provided the final link on the north- 

south route. Completed in February, 1923, the Mears Memorial Bridge is 700 feet long making 

it one of the longest single span bridges in the world. 
 

 

President Warren G. Harding drove the “Golden Spike” at the north end of the bridge on July 15, 

1923, officially opening the Alaska Railroad. 
 

 

Tanana River 

Tanana means “Mountain River” in the Athabaskan language. “Tana” means mountain. “Na” 

means river. You notice that a number of the rivers in Alaska will end with “na”. The Tanana 

River is the 4th largest tributary of the Yukon River. It is also known as a braided river, a river 

with many channels that meander through the valley. If you were to fly over the river it looks 

like braids of  hair. 
 

 

Mile 318.9 Scenic Viewpoint 

The Minto Flats can be seen to the northwest. This is a large wetland complex that includes the 

Minto Flats State Game Refuge, a 500,000 acre area preserved for the protection and 

enhancement of habitat, the conservation of fish and wildlife, and guarantees the continuation of 

hunting, fishing, trapping and other compatible, public uses. It’s one of the highest quality 

waterfowl habitats in Alaska with duck breeding populations averaging 213 ducks per square 

mile. Other migratory birds can be found in the area, such as sandhill cranes, bald eagles, loons, 

peregrine falcons and trumpeter swans. Large numbers of moose and black bears live here, as 

well as furbearers like beaver, muskrat, river otter, lynx, wolverine, red fox, mink and marten. 

Fish are also plentiful in the rivers and shallow lakes. Southbound travelers can see the Tanana 

River on both sides of the highway. 
 

 

Mile 338.5 Skyline Drive 

From here you can see expansive views of the Tanana River to the southeast and Murphy Dome 

(elevation: 2,930 feet) to the west with white communications installations on the summit. This 

was home to Murphy Dome Air Force Station with the 744 AC&W Squadron (AAC) NORAD 

Control Center, part of the Distant Early Warning (DEW line) communications system. In the 

1950s to 1970s a rope tow was put up and a small ski area was started for the military personnel. 

It was inactivated in 1971. 
 

 

Mile 351.8 Ester Population: 2,422 

The small community of Ester originated as a mining town. L. S. JAMES filed the discovery 

claim in 1903, and a mining camp was established in 1905.  Originally, the community was 
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known as “Berry” when the post office was built in 1906, named for Clarence and Frank Berry 

who mined in this area. The creek itself was called “Ester”, named for Ester Duffy. 
 

 

The community was once quite busy, featuring 2 hotels, 5 saloons and several stores and 

restaurants to serve the thousands of miners who were working in the area at the time. In 1965, 

the name of the community was changed to Ester. The residual tailings that you see remain as 

evidence of the extensive mining that took place here up to 80 years ago. The vegetation that 

was destroyed during the mining period is still struggling to regenerate. 


