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Downtown Anchorage Overview 

The downtown area of Anchorage is based on a grid system. The numerical streets run 

from North to South and the lettered streets run from East to West. Anchorage is on a 

peninsula, surrounded by water on the North (the Kink Arm), South (the Turnagain Arm), 

and West (the Cook Inlet), with the mountains on the East side of town (the Chugach 

Range). With this system, visitors can easily find their way around the downtown area 

from any of the hotels. 1st Avenue is the northern most avenue and the higher the number 

the farther south you are headed. Lettered streets start at A Street and continue down the 

alphabet the farther west you are moving. Past A St. to the East the streets are alphabetical 

Alaskan town names (ex. Barrow, Cordova, Denali, Eagle, Fairbanks, etc.) 
 

 

6th Ave 

Performing Arts Center 

The Alaska Center for the Performing Arts was completed in 1988 at a cost of over $70 

million. This center includes three theaters on a confined site, one of less than 50 multi 

venue centers in the United States. 

The Atwood Concert Hall seats 2,146, and boasts fine acoustics. 

The Discovery Theater, named for the donation from the oil companies, seats 777, and 

occupies the round element at the southwest corner of the building. 

The 372-seat Sydney Laurence Theater was constructed within the same walls of the old 

theater of the same name that previously stood on the site. 
 

 

Mural of Whales painted in 1994 by Wyland 

This is Whaling Wall #54 titled, “Alaska’s Marine Life”. The mural is 400 feet long x 50 

feet high. There are currently 95 Whaling Walls around the world, The Wyland 

Foundation’s goal is to paint 100 walls. They are painted to bring art to the public, but 

also to raise awareness for our marine world. 
 

 

Anchorage Museum of History and Art 

Formerly the Anchorage Historical and Fine Arts Museum, this museum is now three 

times larger than it was in 1984 and is in the process of expanding even further. The 

large atrium, with a green slate and marble trim floor, has a dramatic, seemingly 

unsupported stairway over a shallow pool. In addition to the galleries surrounding the 

atrium, the first floor contains an auditorium, a museum shop, and space for exhibit 

storage. On the second floor are the galleries of the permanent historical and 

anthropological exhibit, as well as offices and a library. 

The Museum is home to the Smithsonian Institute’s National Museum of Arctic Studies. 
 

 

Sydney Laurence 

Alaska’s most noted artist came to Alaska in 1903 where he first worked as a carpenter 

and sign painter in Juneau. His photographic talents, as well as his artistic drawing skills, 

can be traced back to when he worked as a war correspondent for a New York newspaper 

and later with a British newspaper. Many of his paintings may be seen in the Anchorage 
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Museum of Art and History, and some have been on display in the Smithsonian Institute 

in Washington D. C. 
 

 

5th Ave. 
 

 

5th Avenue Mall 

The 5 level Fifth Avenue Mall is essentially vertical. The mall connects directly to an 

existing J.C. Penney’s store and has sky bridges to the adjacent Nordstrom’s Department 

Store. A third level sky bridge off the northeast corner also joins the mall to a twelve- 

hundred-car parking garage. 
 

 

Because of a severe dip in the economy in the late 1980s, the building opened with only 

10 of the 110 spaces occupied. There are now over 75 merchants found inside. 

The original J.C. Penny’s was built during the winter of 1963-1964.  In March of 1964, 

after having been open only a few months, the building suffered extensive damage in the 

Good Friday earthquake. 
 

 

Egan Civic and Convention Center 

Constructed in 1983, for $43 million, the Egan Convention Center – named for Alaska’s 

first governor, William A. Egan – is made up of a glass-enclosed lobby that extends along 

5th Avenue, concealing the windowless block that is most of the building. It is a banquet 

facility for 2,000 people and meeting facility for 3,000. The center has nearly 100,000 

square feet of convention space and served as the village for the 2001 Special Olympics 

World Games. 
 

 

Kimball Building 

Another famous building in the downtown area is the Kimball Building. Kimball’s Store, 

built in 1915, was constructed for Irving L. Kimball who had bought the property at the 

first town site auction. The business within the building has changed over the last 80 

years, but the structure of the building remains the same. 
 

 

Holy Family Cathedral 

The church, with its impressive bell tower, was constructed between 1947 and 1951; the 

portico (covered entrance) was added around 1968. The late Pope John Paul II held mass 

here during his historic visit to Alaska on February 26, 1981. A plaque by the door 

commemorates this occasion. Over 100,000 Alaskans gathered to hear the late Pope hold 

Mass on the Delaney Park Strip later that day. It was the first visit by a Pope to Alaska. 

He returned in 1984 for a historic meeting with the late President Reagan in Fairbanks, 

held at the Fairbanks Airport. (FYI: a conference room near the flight gates, has a 

picture plaque on the wall outside to commemorate the occasion.) 
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Captain Cook Hotel 

The hotel is named after the discoverer of much of southcentral Alaska, British explorer 

Captain James Cook. Former Alaska Governor Walter J. Hickel owned the Captain Cook 

Hotel. In June of 1964, Hickel wanted to build a first-class hotel to boost the economy of 

Anchorage. The first tower of the building was completed in 1965. The second tower 

was finished in 1973. The third tower was built in 1976, creating, at that time, the largest 

convention facility in the state. 
 

 

 4th Ave 
 

 

Nesbett State Courthouse/Totem Poles 

The totem poles in front of the building were carved out of cedar by Lee Wallace of 

Ketchikan, and erected in 1997. They represent the eagle and raven moieties of the 

Tlingit people, intended to symbolize the balance of mankind; here, the moon and stars 

are the stars of the Alaska flag. 
 

 

The Nesbett Courthouse opened in early 1996. The courthouse houses 23 courtrooms, 

and is connected by a 250-foot tunnel to the Boney Memorial Courthouse, which houses 

traffic court and the probate offices. The sinuous shapes of the concrete are supposed to 

suggest both the flow of people through the court system and the shape of a braided 

glacial river. 
 

 

4th Ave. Theater 

The building is on the National Register of Historic Sites. Alaska millionaire “Cap” 

Lathrop started the construction of the Fourth Avenue Theater in 1941, but it was not 

completed until 1947. An Anchorage landmark, the 4th Avenue Theater has preserved 

much of the original art-deco design and the trademarks of the theater have been restored. 

The theater was purchased by the Rasmussen Foundation in 2008, and according to its 

plans, it was to be used for meeting space by the Anchorage Convention and Visitors 

Bureau. Due to the economic recession in the following years, these plans did not come 

to fruition. In 2011, the theater's new owner, Peach Investments, presented new 

restoration plans. 
 

 

Old Federal Courthouse 

Built in the late 1930s, it was one of the most modern buildings in Anchorage. It is now 

on the National Register of Historic Places. The building houses offices for the National 

Forest Service, Bureau of Land Management, and the Alaska Public Lands Information 

Center, as well as offices and courtrooms for the U.S. Bankruptcy Court,. 
 

The Federal Building is a great place to pick up information on wildlife, plant life, and 

geology. They have a great selection of books and show videos on a variety of Alaska- 

related topics throughout the day. There is no charge to enter, but you are required to go 

through a metal detector and present identification. 
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Log Cabin Visitor Information Center 

While Anchorage was never strictly a log cabin town, the log cabin stands here as a 

symbol of the perceived frontier character of the town. This particular log cabin was 

built in Homer in 1954 and eventually moved to Anchorage. The stone fireplace and 

chimney, as well as the northern orientation, are all atypical. Outside is a sign post that 

shows the distance to various cities around the world. The 5,000 lb. jade boulder (our 

state gem) in the front was contributed by Ivan and Oro Stewart, Alaskan pioneers who 

started Stewart’s Photo Shop across the street. The Visitor Information Center is run by 

the Anchorage Convention and Visitor’s Bureau. 
 

 

Anchorage Fur Rendezvous and World Championship Sled Dog Race or “Fur 

Rondy” 

The event is rooted in the tradition of the trappers, company buyers, and local natives, 

who met yearly to exchange furs for supplies. After business was conducted, they 

celebrated for days with spirits, dancing, and food. The race begins and ends at 4th 

Avenue and D Street. 
 

 

 

4th Ave cont’d. 
 

 

Corner of 4th & D Street, Start of the Iditarod Sled Dog Race 

Today, the Iditarod is one of the most unique sporting events in the world. It starts on the 

first Saturday in March with the ceremonial start on 4th Avenue and D Street. You can see 

the ceremonial start on national television. The Official starting point (when the timed 

race begins) is now Willow. The race is approximately 1049 miles long and ends in 

Nome.  (1049 miles, because it is around 1,000 miles long and Alaska is the 49th state) 
 

 

2003 marked the only time the race had to be moved to Fairbanks due to a lack of snow. 

The ceremonial start remained the same here in Anchorage; however the participants had 

to drive to Fairbanks the following day, to begin the actual race a day later than usual on 

Monday. 
 

 

4th Ave Market Place 

This is the largest “Made in Alaska” mall in Anchorage. A one-stop spot for one-of-a- 

kind arts, crafts, and other gifts made by Natives, Alaskans and Russians. Also available 

inside is a coffee shop, post office and a film developing location. 

The Tlingit Bear totem pole located outside was donated to the City of Anchorage by the 

owners of the mall. It symbolizes wisdom, fearless power and inner strength. 
 

 

Alaska Experience Theater & Earthquake Exhibit 

(Located inside the 4th Ave Marketplace) 
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“Alaska the Greatland” is an Omnivision motion picture experienced in a planetarium 

setting with a 180 degree wraparound screen. 

The Earthquake Exhibit explores the cause and effect of the most powerful earthquake to 

ever hit North America on March 27, 1964. 
 

 

1964 Earthquake 

The 1964 earthquake caused several landslides in the Anchorage area. The blocks where 

the Sunshine Plaza, the Post Office Mall, and the Howard Johnson currently lie have been 

completely rebuilt since the earthquake. Before the quake, there were numerous other 

businesses in this area, including bars, liquor stores, pawn shops, the Denali Theater, and 

a bowling alley. Fourth Avenue was the unofficial dividing line; all the land on this side 

of 4th Avenue slid as much as 12 feet. 
 

 

2nd Ave (on way to rail depot) 

Eisenhower Statehood Monument/Ship Creek overlook 

Located on the hill heading down toward the ARR depot, a bust of President Eisenhower 

commemorates Alaska’s 1959 admission to the Union. You can see the Alaska Railroad 

yards from here, and part of the port of Anchorage and the neighborhood of Government 

Hill across the Ship Creek river bottom. 
 

 

Alaska Railroad Depot 

The Alaska Railroad, which helped to build Anchorage, still has its headquarters in a 

modern brick building that stands by Ship Creek. 
 

 

Engine #1 

The beautifully restored steam engine on the pedestal in front of the depot was used 

during the construction of the Panama Canal, then worked in the yard here as the switch 

engine, it was retired in 1953. 
 

 

Bootlegger’s Cove Clay 

Bootlegger’s Cove Clay is layer of clay mixed with glacial silt. It is reasonably strong 

and stable as long as it is still. When it is shaken by major earthquakes, it will liquefy 

and turn to the consistency of a thick milk shake. Artists use this clay to make pottery 

and other artistic creations. 
 

 

Totem Poles 

The totem poles were carved by natives from Port Chilkoot near Haines. They were 

designed to cover 2 poles that were put into the ground to dry out the Bootlegger’s Cove 

Clay after the 1964 earthquake. 
 

 

Ship Creek-origins of Anchorage (tent city) 

Ships used to anchor right at the mouth of the creek, hence the name Ship Creek. The 

development of Anchorage originated in the area below Government Hill. 
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Approximately 2,000 people set up tents seeking work on the railroad and formed “Tent 

City”. As more people flocked to the area and the population grew, the living conditions 

of Tent City worsened. Water sold for five cents a bucket and unskilled laborers earned 

37 ½ cents an hour, which was considerably lower than the going rate in the Territory. 
 

 

Pollution increased as more garbage was produced and dumped into the outgoing inlet 

tide. On April 26, 1915, Commissioner Mears arrived in the newly developed Tent City 

and immediately ordered preparation of a town site to bring order to the booming area of 

Anchorage. On the area above Tent City, across Ship Creek from Government Hill, 

1,400 lots were laid, approximately 50 by 140 feet. After the workers moved up the hill, 

the previous Tent City was cleared to make room for the proposed railroad yard. 
 

 

Ship Creek Viewing Area 

The walkway over Ship Creek is frequented by visitors as salmon fill the creek in June 

and August. 
 

 

Ship Creek Fish Derby 

 

The Slam'n Salm'n Derby, sponsored by the Downtown Soup Kitchen, is a 10-day 

tournament in June that typically attracts more than a thousand anglers to the banks of 

Ship Creek in pursuit of Alaska's largest salmon, the hefty Chinook (King) Salmon. A 

run of King Salmon make their way up Ship Creek to spawn in June.  It’s possible to see 

them in the water from the bridge, especially as they try to jump the dam further up the 

creek. Later in the summer runs of Silver and Pink salmon return to the creek. It is the 

second most fished stream in Alaska (the Russian River is the first). 
 

 

Government Hill 

The Alaska Railroad withdrew this neighborhood from general development in 1915, 

reserving it for housing for government workers. After an initial building spurt, the hill 

remained largely undeveloped until the 1940s, when the government, the Army Corps of 

Engineers, as well as the Alaska Railroad again built housing. The housing on 

Government Hill forms a fascinating textbook of standard-plan and prefabricated 

housing, most of which is now privately owned. 
 

 

Port of Anchorage 
 

The Port of Anchorage is the gateway for commerce in Alaska. It is said that if you eat it, 

wear it, or drive it, it came through the Port of Anchorage. An estimated 90% of the 

goods for 85% of Alaska's populated areas pass through the port facilities. This includes 

gasoline, heating oil, diesel, cement, business supplies and most of what you find in the 

grocery stores. Additionally, the Port is one of only 19 commercial ports around the 

nation designated as a Department of Defence Strategic Seaport. The designation was 
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bestowed upon the port in recognition of the Port’s vital role is supporting overseas 

deployments, fuel for Joint Base Elmendorf-Richardson, vehicle transportation and goods 

used in day-to-day business and the commissary. The overall economic impact amounts to 

more than $57 million on the local economy and creates employment for 660 people who 

work either directly or indirectly with the Port. The Port of Anchorage is 

responsible for over $700 million annually in economic impact to the state as of 2011. 
 

The Port of Anchorage Intermodal Expansion Project is an effort between the Municipality 

of Anchorage, the Port of Anchorage and the U.S. Department of Transportation Maritime 

Administration (MARAD). In 2003, recognizing that the POA facility was in a 

deteriorated condition and had surpassed its useful lifecycle, these parties signed a 

Memorandum of Understanding to develop the project. The expansion project aims to 

create 2 new barge berths, 2 new large cargo vessel ship berths, deeper draft for 

modern vessels and larger spacing between berths. Additionally the expansion 

will improve seismic capacity, add 65 acres of new land for commercial and industrial 

use and allow for secure access to Joint Base Elmendorf-Richardson. 
 

 

Dredging of the port 

The Port of Anchorage requires continuous dredging to prevent silt from building up in 

the ship berths. It is estimated that if dredging were halted for more than 24 hours, 

enough silt would accumulate in the port to prevent cargo ships from safely mooring. 
 

 

9th Street 
 

 

Delaney Park 

This park is named after James J. Delaney, the mayor in the late 20’s to the early 30’s. 

Known simply as the Park Strip, these 13 blocks of parks and recreation offer the people 

of Anchorage many recreational facilities for any time of the year. Originally meant to be 

developed, the Park Strip was designated as a firebreak and park area and served briefly 

as an airstrip in the 1920s.  Each year, the Taste of Anchorage is held on the Park Strip 

along with the Governor’s picnic and summer concerts. 
 

 

Alaska Pioneer Home 

It was established to provide health care and housing for Alaska’s elderly residents. There 

are 3 options to choose from; Housing only, assisted living and a full nursing home for 

those unable to care for themselves. It houses 168 elders. 
 

 

L Street (becomes Minnesota) 

 

Inlet Tower Hotel & Suites 

Inlet Towers was one of two apartment buildings constructed in 1951-1952 to alleviate 

the severe housing shortage that Anchorage was experiencing. Considered the first high- 

rise in Anchorage, it was badly damaged in the 1964 Earthquake. It is currently a hotel. 
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Picture in Flowers 

There is a different picture every year in the bed of flowers off to the left. 
 

 

Westchester Lagoon 

The lagoon is a dam that was made so the city could lay down railroad tracks across 

Chester Creek. The lagoon is not only a recreational area, but also a popular nesting 

area for migrating waterfowl. In the summer, boats without motors may be used in the 

lagoon; in the winter the lagoon becomes a popular ice-skating rink. 
 

 

Spenard Road 

 

Joe Spenard 

Owned the lumber camp used by the Alaska Railroad in the early 1900s. When the lumber 

camp would deliver wood to the railroad, they used the route now known as Spenard 

Road. The area around Spenard Road, between the airport and downtown, use to be 

known simply as Spenard, a separate entity from the City of Anchorage. Many local 

establishments were not deemed the classiest in town and Spenard became known as the 

“place to have fun”. 
 

 

Millennium Alaskan Hotel 

An elegant hotel with a great location on the shores of Lake Hood.  Each year in mid- 

February, the organizers of the Iditarod Sled Dog Race take over the hotel, as it becomes 

the official media headquarters for the Last Great Race. 
 

 

Aviation Drive 

 

Lake Hood/Lake Spenard 

In 1940 a single channel joined Lake Hood and Lake Spenard and a 2,200 ft. east-west 

gravel runway was constructed. During the 1950s additional floatplane parking was 

developed and the floatplane complex was enlarged. In addition to being the largest and 

most active air carrier facility in Alaska, Anchorage International Airport operates the 

largest and most active seaplane base in the world. 
 

 

Lake Hood is the largest and busiest sea plane base in the world with an average of 233 

takeoffs and landings each day, with up to 800 on a busy summer day. Together with 

private facilities, there are an estimated 404 slips in total. Of these, 320 are state-owned 

slips leased to private individuals and corporations. Pilots have endured waiting periods 

of up to 16 years to get a permit to use the facility with over 290 pilots on the waiting list. 
 

 

The estimated general aviation use at the airport is approximately 1,000 users. During 

the winter months, the frozen lake complex remains in full use by small aircraft. Many 

floatplane operators, as well as wheeled aircraft, replace their summer season landing 
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gear with skis and operate on the lake’s ice. The first good lake-freeze capable of 

handling aircraft landing occurs in November. 
 

 

Lake Hood and Lake Spenard are an integral part of the transportation link between 

Anchorage and the bush; you can only get to these communities by plane. Alaska has 

more licensed pilots and more registered planes per capita than any other state or nation 

in the world. 
 

 

Some of the best remote fishing and hunting are in the outlying areas of Anchorage. 

Alaska has more than 3 million lakes over 20 acres in size that give these planes a lot of 

landing area in the summer. 
 

 

Aviation in Alaska 

The aviation museum presents a fascinating display of aircraft that played a major role in 

Alaska’s history. The aircraft on display include a 1928 Steersman 2B and a Stinson A 

Remoter, thought to be only one in existence. A film is shown upon arrival at the 

museum, but for the most part the museum lends itself to self-guided exploration. Check 

for summer hours. 
 

 

Right on West International Airport Road 
 

 

Department of Transportation, “the Earthquake Building” 

The white pillars on the outside of the buildings have springs inside. The building was 

constructed this way so when an earthquake occurs, if the glass breaks, it will fall in. 
 

 

Anchorage International Airport 

This airport averages over 160 domestic passenger flights per day and has an extremely 

high level of domestic passenger service from many major carriers and regional 

commuters. This high level of average daily flights is due in part to many factors. 

Alaskans fly more frequently than the national average, because flying is the only way to 

access many communities. Alaska also remains an attractive exotic destination for 

outsiders. During the peak summer season, Anchorage provides daily nonstop jet service 

to multiple West Coast and Midwest points by almost all major carriers. AIA also 

provides scheduled year round international service to points in Korea, Russia, and Taipei.  

In addition to passenger service, Ted Stevens International Airport is ranked fifth 

in the world for cargo throughput (#1 Hong Kong, #2 Memphis, TN, #3 Shanghai, China, 

#4 Incheon, South Korea). Ted Stevens Anchorage International Airport is responsible 

for approximately 15,577 airport & community jobs, earning $1 billion. That's 1 in 10 

jobs in Anchorage! 
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Right on Postmark Drive 
 

 

U.S. Post Office 

Open 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. 
 

 

Northern Lights Blvd. (turns into Benson Blvd.) 
 

 

Earthquake Park/The History of the Good Friday Earthquake 

On March 27, 1964, at 5:36 PM on Good Friday, an earthquake hit Southcentral Alaska. 

The U.S. Coast and Geodetic Survey registered the quake at 8.3 to 8.4 on the Richter 

Scale, (this has since been reassessed to 9.2). 
 

 

The quake registered at 8.4 in Pasadena and 8.5 to 8.75 in Berkley, California. No 

instrument was available to measure the duration of the quake, so eyewitnesses had to 

determine the duration of the quake. The estimates of the quake ranged from 1 and½ 

minutes to 7 minutes with most of them falling in the 3 to 4 minute range. The epicenter 

of the quake was in the head of Prince William Sound, about 80 miles east-southeast of 

Anchorage. 
 

 

This spot is a great viewpoint of Downtown Anchorage & Mt. McKinley on a clear day. 
 

 

Benny Benson Memorial 

In 1926, Territorial Gov. George Parks conducted a flag-designing contest and called on 

Alaska school children to submit designs for an official Alaska flag. From 142 designs 

submitted, the committee unanimously selected the design by Benny Benson. 

Benny’s design was adopted as the Flag of the Territory of Alaska in May 1927. 

The following explanation accompanied his entry: 

The blue field is for the Alaska sky and the Forget-me-not, an Alaskan flower. 

The North Star is for the future state of Alaska, the most Northerly of the 

Union. The dipper is for the Great Bear, symbolizing strength. 
 

 

New Seward Highway 
 

 

George Sullivan Sports Arena/Ben Boeke Ice Arena 

The 2 large structures at the point where Gambell St. becomes the New Seward Highway 

are the George M. Sullivan Sports Arena and the Ben Boeke Ice Arena. 
 

 

Completed in February of 1983 the George M. Sullivan Sports Arena is a 140,000 square 

foot multi-use facility which seats 9,500. 

The event floor can accommodate attractions including hockey, basketball, tennis, 

wrestling, boxing, track, rodeo, trade shows, circuses and concerts. The total cost of the 

project was $32 million and it is one of five buildings built under Anchorage’s Project 

80’s program. Former Mayor George M. Sullivan (for whom the sports arena is named) 
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started Project 80’s for the purpose of major capitol improvements within the city of 

Anchorage. 

Country singer and guitarist Willie Nelson officially opened the Sports Arena on 

February 8, 1983. 
 

 

Ben Boeke Ice Arena was constructed in 1974 with an addition in 1979.  It has two 200’ x 

85’ ice rinks, 4 wet locker rooms, 2 dry locker rooms, and seating for 1,000 spectators at 

Rink 1 and 100 spectators at Rink 2. The facility is used by 10 youth hockey 

organizations, 2 figure skating clubs, four adult hockey associations and an in-house adult 

hockey recreational league consisting of about 116 teams. 


