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The Alaska Railroad 
 

The Klondike gold discovery in 1898 inspired the first dreams of building an Alaskan Railroad. 

Its purpose was to connect the rich mining districts and the agricultural lands of the interior with 

the ice-free ports of south central Alaska. Discoveries of rich copper and coal deposits sparked 

still further interest, inspiring the formation of the Alaska Central Railroad. The Alaska Central 

Railroad chose Seward as its terminus. The plan was to build a route from the seaport north to 

the Tanana Valley, but staggering construction costs and the failure of the railroad’s principle 

bank in 1907 forced the railroad to stop construction after laying only 51 miles of track. 
 

 

It reorganized as the Alaska Northern Railway Company and laid an additional 21 miles of track. 

High freight costs, difficult northern construction and a lack of railroad traffic halted the 

continuation of the project again. It had become obvious that the only railroad with sufficient 

resources to overcome these obstacles would be one built and operated by the US government. 

Alaska petitioned President Taft for federal assistance. 
 

 

Through an act of Congress in 1912, a Railroad Commission was appointed to examine the 

transportation problems in Alaska. A second act in 1914 authorized the routes for territory 

railroad lines to connect the southern coast of Alaska with the Interior. Several routes were 

recommended, but after careful examination by survey parties the chosen route was announced. 

They decided on the route originally planned by the Alaska Northern Railroad, which extended 

from Seward to the town of Nenana, a total of 412 miles. 
 

 

Construction on the “Government Railroad” began in 1915 and continued for nearly a decade. On 

July 15, 1923, President Warren Harding drove in the “golden spike” in Nenana, signifying the 

completion of the route. Due to the high prices during World War I, the original construction 

budget of $35 million was not enough. The Alaska Railroad ending up costing $70 million, with 

more money needed to complete expensive finishing work.  Requests for further funding were 

ignored by the Appropriations Committee and budgets were cut because the railroad was not 

generating enough revenue. 
 

 

The colonization of the Matanuska Valley Farm community in the 1930s and the construction of 

the McKinley Park Station Hotel gave the Alaska Railroad the boost in business it needed. More 

money was sent its way and in 1935, the railroad helped the Federal Emergency Relief 

Administration bring over 200 families into the Palmer area. Because the demands of wartime 

freight were overwhelming, WWII helped inspire the growth and development of the Alaska 

Railroad. With the help of the 714th Railroad Operating Battalion, Alaska Railroad crews 

expanded the railroad to Fairbanks. After the war a construction boom in Alaska kept the 

railroad in business. Much of the line was upgraded and new terminal facilities were built. 
 

 

The railroad has continued to grow and now serves as an important transportation and freight 

system in the state of Alaska. In January 1985, after almost three years of negotiations, the 

Federal Railway Administration turned operating authority over to the Alaska Railroad 
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Corporation.  The State of Alaska paid the US Government $22.3 million for the 470-mile 

railroad, which is now operated as a private business enterprise. 


