
 

 

Appendix A: Wiseman 

 

 
The town of Wiseman got its inception in 1907, when gold in significant quantities was 
discovered at nearby Nolan Creek, though there had been a roadhouse and a number of 
cabins even before that. As the gold in the creeks around Coldfoot began to taper off, and 
the prospects at Nolan continued to gain momentum, more and more miners moved 
upriver from Coldfoot to the new location. As they did, the rest of the population 
followed. From 1911 through 1915, Wiseman was in its heyday. In 1915, 400 tons of 
freight was hauled in (60 tons of it alcohol). There were 300 whites living in the area, 
(that is Wiseman, Nolan Creek and Hammond River), and another 75 Natives. By 1917, 
residents, in their push to get government funding for a school, were able to claim that the 
Koyukuk had already yielded more gold than the government had paid for the whole 
State of Alaska in 1867 (By 1912, $2.7 million in gold had been taken out, and the 
lucrative Nolan Creek mining had just gotten started). World War I slowed things down 
considerably. Jobs were plentiful in the contiguous states, wages were relatively high, 
and the market for gold was slacking off. By 1918 only 150 whites [Robert Marshall 
estimate] were living in the entire district. For the war years, the annual gold production 
of the Koyukuk was a paltry $100,000. 

 

Though the population shrank, it never completely died out. One reason for this may have 
been the fact that deep-hole (drift) mining was the technique best suited to extracting the 
gold, and this required prodigious amounts of work. Those impatient to get rich quicker 
could not stay the course and left early; those who remained were industrious, stubborn 
and patient. Also, since supplying the area was so expensive, Koyukukers quickly 
became at least semi self-reliant, and when the economics of mining curtailed operations, 
many just turned to trapping and hunting to sustain themselves, seduced perhaps by the 
beauty and peace of the country into staying even when there was no longer an economic 
incentive to do so. 

 

When World War II broke out the population of Wiseman took another dive. Many of the 
younger men went off to war and many of the old miners turned to jobs peripheral to the 
war effort in Bettles, Fairbanks and elsewhere. The store closed. Only a couple dozen 
hold-outs remained in the Koyukuk. 



 

 

 

 

 

This trend, as the population numbers shown in the chart below indicate, did not entirely 
reverse itself until the pipeline construction boom in the 1970s. For a time, when local 
hire was a byword of the construction companies, having a residence (or at least a 
mailing address) in Wiseman became a big asset. At that time the population of Wiseman 



was increased by about seven as “outsiders” rented cabins in order to show local 
residency [Reakoff 2002]. 

 

Year Population 
1915 375 
1918 300 
1925 63 
1952 21 
1968 181 
1970 62 
1985 333 
2001 21 
2014 144 

 

 

As people moved into Wiseman to work on the pipeline, property prices skyrocketed. 
Since nothing had ever been surveyed in Wiseman, it was nearly impossible to determine 
exactly who owned what. Some folks, expecting the boom to continue once the road was 
completed, purchased cabins at unwise prices and found themselves holding property for 
which they had paid more than they could ever hope to recover. One example of this is 
the Wiseman Trading Post. 

 

According to Jack Reakoff, local residents pressured the Bureau of Land Management to 
survey the town in 1983. Properties were mapped out to include outbuildings and “use 
areas” with very little input from cabin owners. This meant that residents living on the 
outskirts tended to receive larger pieces of property than those living in the center. These 
parcels were sold to cabin owners for a nominal fee in 1989.5 [Reakoff 2002] 

 

Things calmed down considerably after the pipeline was finished and the construction 
camps closed up. Today, there is a small but fairly steady community of people in 
Wiseman, mostly refugees from the hectic pace of more "civilized" life. They are people 

                                                           
1 This figure includes those living at Nolan, on the Hammond River, at Chandalar and scattered 
throughout the rest of the Koyukuk mining district. 
2 This is the all-time low [Reakoff 2002]. 
3 This is the modern high [Reakoff 2002]. 
4 US census 2010 estimate. Will update/confirm. 
5 An alternate history, relayed during the NATC field seminar in 1998 is that Alyeska, in order to facilitate 
the permitting process for their right-of-way, helped the people of Wiseman survey their properties and file 
for actual legal title to the land. I have not, however, found any confirmation of this. — RW 



who take pride in relying on themselves, who love feeling themselves to be an integral 
part of an essentially wild landscape, who find fulfillment in studying the land around 
them and gaining an ever deeper understanding of that land. They support themselves 
through mining, trapping, hunting and part-time work in Coldfoot, on the road 
maintenance crews, on the pipeline, or in the visitor industry. 



I. Walking Tour 
 

North Wiseman. 

 

1. Harry Leonard Cabin. Harry Leonard came to the Koyukuk in 1934 and lived in 
Wiseman for 54 years. He was commissioner from 1949 — 1953. The cabin was built 
by Leonard when he moved into Wiseman from Gold Creek in 1946. In 1974, in 
protest of the road infringing on his mining claims, a man named Jack Bullock parked 
a tractor across the road, halting construction for six hours. The following day 
Bullock walked into the construction camp with a gun and demanded that the crew 
leave [Coates 1991]. In the media, this incident was blamed on Harry Leonard 
because he was present at the time and looked the part of an old sourdough 
[Lounsbury 1992]. Leonard died in 1989. 

Apparently, the aluminum siding was salvaged from the pipeline construction camp 
[Hans Schmoldt photo in NATC archive]. 

 

2. Post Office. This building, which served for a short time in the 1950s as Wiseman's 
post office, was built by "Deep Hole" August Tobin who mined on the Hammond 
River until 1916. At some point prior to 1934 Jack White "acquired" the cabin. 
According to Robert Marshall, White rented it for a time to Floyd Hyde. When Hyde 
became delinquent on the rent, White began removing the roof one morning while 
Hyde was still in bed [Brown, W. 1988; Marshall 1933]. 

 

3. Bobby Jones Cabin. This cabin was built in 1923 by a miner named Ike Spinks. 
During the 1930s a miner named Ed Marsan lived in the cabin with his wife. They 
added a room to the original structure and built a cache. When Mable Marsan left, the 
place was used by Hughie Boyle until 1945. Bobby Jones acquired the cabin 
(apparently, he had taken care of Ike in his old age [Lounsbury 1998 — 2002]) after 
that and used it until 1965 when he sold it to Joe Strunka.  

 

4. Henry Pingel Cabin. Currently, this cabin is owned by George and Barbara 
Lounsbury. It was built in sections, the first of which was completed around 1916 by 
Henry and Louisa Pingel. The newer section was built around 1925. After the Pingles 
left Wiseman in 1944, Henry Leonard claimed the cabin, later selling it to the 
Lounsburys who live in Fairbanks. Until 1999, the place had a propane refrigerator 



and lights. During the summer of 1999 electricity was installed by Bernie Hicker. The 
place also has a well and a hand-cranked Victrola that actually works. 

 

5. Carl Frank Cabin. There is some discrepancy in the record, but this building was 
constructed either in 1908 or 1919 by Smith and Nelson. At one time there was a 
saloon in Wiseman called Frank Smith's Saloon and Roadhouse and this might have 
been located here. For a time it served as a store called Jim Kelley's. Carl Frank was a 
miner who purchased the store around 1920 and turned storekeeper. After Frank's 
death the building was purchased by Oliver L Chappel who lived there with his 
family while mining in the area [Brown, W. 1988]. The structure is now home to the 
Wiseman Historical Museum. 

 

6. Slisco Roadhouse (Jack Flowers' Roadhouse). Though the building is now 
completely gone, this site deserves mention as it was a very important one for the 
community and appears in many of the stories about Wiseman. It was originally built 
by Jack Flowers sometime before 1911 but was sold in April 1912 to Mrs. Julia Hill 
who operated it with her husband under the name of the Wiseman Roadhouse. In 
November 1926, the Hills sold the establishment to Martin Slisco. At that time, it 
consisted of a main building, pool hall, bunkhouse, kitchen, and storage area. Robert 
Marshall lived in one of the small nearby cabins during his winter in Wiseman. In 
June 1927 Slisco sold the roadhouse to Tom Kovachecich, but he seems to have 
continued to live in and run it up until his death. In the 1970s Harry Leonard sold it to 
Jackie Patrick who then turned it over to Timothy and Onita McKay. The building 
collapsed during the winter of 1983 — 84 after Harry Leonard tore the roof off of it.6 

 

7. Wiseman Community Center. Funding for the Community Center came from a 
government grant. The logs were imported from the Nenana area. 

 

8. Wiseman Creek Bridge. Wiseman Creek starts on the back (west) side of Kalhabuk 
Mountain, curls around the north side before turning east and cutting through 
Wiseman. In 1908 a 260 foot shaft was dug down to bedrock about 1 mile below the 
mouth of Nolan Creek and in 1909 a second was started 1 mile downstream from the 
first. Neither exposed gold in significant quantity. In 1928 two trenches were dug 
(800 and 400 feet long) about 1.5 miles upstream from the town itself, but again very 
little gold was discovered (6 to 10 cents/cubic yard – at $20.67/ounce). 

 

                                                           
6 According to Jack Reakoff the roadhouse collapsed slowly in April 1980, popping and snapping as it fell 
in on itself. He makes no mention of the roof having been removed [Reakoff 2002]. 



For most of Wiseman's existence, the north and south sections were connected by a 
footbridge. In the 1980s, the current metal bridge was put in. According to Clutch 
Lounsbury, the current bridge was torn out of the Hatcher Pass road during 
upgrading. The new planking was added in 1998. 

 

South Wiseman. 

 

9. Wiseman Trading Post. The original Northern Commercial Company store, built in 
1910 and located just northwest of the present trading post, burned sometime prior to 
1927. At that time, the N.C. Company built this structure.7 Eventually, the company 
sold the store to Sam Dubin and William English who named it the Wiseman Trading 
Company. In 1945, these two men sold it to Walter Johnson who kept it open 
sporadically until 1948 and then leased it to a number of persons. Dan Wetzel leased 
it for a short time, did a bit of maintenance and used it as a base for his big game 
hunting and bird watching ventures [Johnson 1983]. It was later purchased by the 
Thackers who had it open for a few summers during the early 1990s. In 1983, the sill 
logs, which had been rotting for years, were replaced and the cellar was filled in. 

 

 

10. This building was constructed around 1910 as part of the Northern Commercial 
Company operations. It has been called the Mess House but is in no way certain that 
it actually functioned in this capacity 

 

11. Arctic Getaway Bed & Breakfast. The original building here was constructed 
around 1910 as a saloon called the Silverly and Bowker Saloon. It was sold in 1914 to 
the Pioneers of Alaska, a fraternal organization formed by and for gold miners. It 
became known as Igloo No. 8. For many years Igloo No. 8 served as the community 
hall for the town, being used as a library, chapel and dance hall. It was sold by Harry 
Leonard to Stearns and Carroll in 1972 and later to Bernie Hicker. Today, (2014) 
Bernie and Uta Hicker live there with their two children Julia and Leo.  

 

                                                           
7 I have also read several accounts which claim that this building was a warehouse before being 

pressed into service in 1927 and that it was actually built in 1910 [Johnson 1983].; Ulen 
1983]. — RW 

 



11a. The two story log structure behind the Hicker's house is a two unit bed-and-
breakfast built over the course of several summers by Bernie Hicker in the mid-
1990s. It brags the only hot water running shower and flush toilet in Wiseman, at 
least as of this writing (2002). 

 

12. Boreal Lodging. This two-room cabin with an enclosed entryway was built by Frank 
Whalley who left the country in 1912. The Pioneers of Alaska purchased it from Erle 
Brown and rented it to the Signal Corps to house radio equipment. In 1976 Harry 
Leonard sold it to William Lytle. 

 

13. June Reakoff. This cabin was built with government a small government grant and a 
large local subscription in 1919 as a school in Coldfoot. In 1928 it was dismantled, 
moved to its current location, and rebuilt. It was used as a school until around 1940, 
by which time the population had dwindled to the point where the expense could not 
be justified [Brown, W. 1988]. This building was later owned by June Reakoff who 
moved to Wiseman in 1971 with her family. For many years the small yellow add-on 
housed the only telephone in town. This was installed in 1989. Mrs. Reakoff would 
answer the phone; then contact whomever the caller wished to speak to via CB radio. 
Now there are several other buildings with telephones. June Reakoff passed away in 
April 2014. 

 

14. Kalhabuk Memorial Chapel. This building was constructed by Big Jim in the 1910s 
and was the home of the Tobuk family. Later, Florence and Jacob Jonas, lived here. 
Jacob died in 1967 and Florence, whose Inuit name was Kalhabuk, passed away in 
1974 [Reakoff 2002]. 

 

15. Tishu Ulen. Built by an early miner named Peter Dow around 1915, this cabin was 
purchased by Joe Ulen in 1928. He and his wife Tishu Ulen lived in the cabin for 
many years and in 1956 Joe sold it to Tishu. It is very well-build for a cabin of this 
age with a cribbed cellar and a trussed roof. 

 

 

II. Additional Information 
 

Airstrip. In the summer of 1925, Noel Wien landed the first airplane in Wiseman utilizing a 
relatively flat gravel bar. That same summer, an airstrip was constructed by local 



residents, and though it was often so muddy pilots could not land on it, it was not until 
1939 that an upgraded strip was built by the Alaska Road Commission. During World 
War II, Navy planes often stopped in Wiseman to fuel up, the gas being brought in by 
Wien and Pan Am [Ulen 1983]. 

 

Brockman, Ross (1904-xxxx). Born in McLellan, Iowa, Ross Brockman first came to Alaska in 
1937 to prospect for gold and other minerals. He spent most of the 1940s doing odd jobs 
in Fairbanks and in 1949, moved to Wiseman where he found himself to be only the 
second full-time resident (with Harry Leonard). He built his cabin (located next to and 
just south of Jack Reakoff’s cabin) by himself from 1965 to 1967. He prided himself in 
being self-sufficient and in his healthy lifestyle, especially his eating habits – by age 78 
he had switched completely to a vegetarian diet. Brockman would cut dead spruce for 
firewood and stack them in tee-pees around his cabin. Every year he would try and cut 
more than one winter’s supply, stockpiling for when he eventually became too feeble to 
manage the job. In this he was successful: There are one or two of his tee-pees still 
standing, all that was left when he passed away [Reakoff 2000; Sherwonit 1983] 

 

Cemetery. On the terrace overlooking Wiseman is a small, overgrown graveyard with around 40 
graves. Many are unmarked, or the markings have disappeared with the years. The 
following people are known to be buried there: George Terrel, Ross Harry, Jacob Jonas, 
Victor Neck, Hugh Boyle, J. Rafftery, Dan Aston, George W. Huey, One L. Hjelvik, 
Charles A. Youngblood, Daniel Webster (A very well-liked member of early Wiseman 
who was instrumental in getting funding for the original school, among other things), 
Charles B. Jork, Richard Jones, Thomas Thornton Wright, Joseph Coxy Brown, Kitty 
Strong, John Jenson, John C. Coope, W.B. Connell and Harry Leonard. Also, Harry 
Leonard buried a number of his dogs there as well. 

 

Coldfoot. 

 See: main Reference Encyclopedia. 

 

Communication. The gold diggings in the Wiseman area were quite scattered — Nolan was 7 
miles away, Vermont Creek (Hammond River) even farther. To enhance communications 
between the camps one enterprising miner constructed a telephone system between Nolan 
and Wiseman with a spur line out to Hammond in 1912 [Brown, W. 1988]. Then, in 
1923, Joe Ulen was sent to Wiseman by the Army Signal Corps to get weather 
information out and to provide a means of wireless communication between the far-flung 
mining communities. From then until 1955 he operated a radio out of Wiseman. Because 
in those days the mountains provided too much of a barrier to the available technology, 



Ulen's radio was important in relaying messages from locations south of the Brooks 
Range to points north and vise-versa [Ulen 1983]. 

 

Etalook, Arctic John (~1898 —1987). 

See: main Reference Encyclopedia. 

 

Flooding. August 1994 saw unusually heavy rainfall in the southern Brooks Range and the 
Koyukuk and many tributaries (Nutirwik, Jim River, Rosie Creek) overran their banks. 
Wiseman Creek overflowed and inundated some of the properties in Wiseman, and high 
waters of the Middle Fork Koyukuk cut away large portions of the town along its west 
bank [FDNM 8.28.1994]. 

 

Gold Creek. This mining area north of Wiseman was important during the first decade of the 
20th century. A number of miners worked the creek, probably the most significant of 
whom were A.D."Ace" Wilcox and Frank Miller. These two men drift mined the deep 
channel until around 1938. Their mining complex was acquired by Jacob Jonas who 
worked it off and on through the 1940s and even continued panning until 1962. He then 
sold the claim to Earl and Mamie Bosse who lived and worked there until 1977 when 
Bosse died. The Alaska Road Commission maintained a winter trail to Gold Creek for a 
number of years and the cabin they erected to house their workers is still visible from the 
Dalton Highway. 

 

Gold Discoveries. Small amounts of gold were discovered at Tramway Bar on the Koyukuk as 
early as 1893. Over the years, other minor discoveries were made, and by 1898 word had 
reached Dawson City of gold in the region. Prospectors always seem willing to believe 
that the gold over the horizon is richer and easier to dig than that at their feet, and that 
summer over 1,000 hopeful miners started off for the Koyukuk. Many became 
discouraged when they were unable to even reach the hoped-for diggings before winter 
set in and were forced to camp wherever they happened to be along the river. Probably 90 
percent left the country as soon as they could the summer of 1899. That same spring 
Knute Ellington found gold at Myrtle Creek and the town of Coldfoot got its inception. 
Thereafter, the precious metal was found on just about every creek in the region, the 
richest being Nolan Creek in 1906 [AG 10.4]. 

 

Gold Geology. The gold of the Brooks Range is found in an arc of schist that runs from the 
upper Chandalar across the Koyukuk forks, across the Wild, the John and the Alatna 
Rivers. Throughout this belt of schist are periodic domes and mountain masses 



containing quartz lenses and veins bearing gold. This layer of schist continues to the 
north but is covered by a massive shield of limestone that makes it impossible to mine 
[Brown, W. 1988]. Of course some of the gold has been deposited downstream from its 
source by running water and the erosional action of glaciers, and this (with the exception 
of some quartz-lode mining at Chandalar) is the gold which has been most successfully 
mined. 

 

Hammond River. A prospector named Vern (Vernon) Watts discovered gold on the Hammond 
River in 1911 [AG 10.4]. In one day, so the story goes, he picked out $400 in nuggets 
from his sluice. As a further illustration of the creek’s richness, John Bowmen and S. 
Schofield took out $64,000 during the winter and summer of 1911 [Brown, W. 1988]. In 
1926 the Detroit Mining Company, which had amassed some 75 claims along the river, 
flew 35 men in to the Hammond River to prepare for large-scale operations. Their plan 
was to build a 60-mile-long water pipeline and pumping system from the Middle Fork of 
the Koyukuk (patterned, no doubt, on the Davidson Ditch which was being built at this 
time north of Fairbanks) to supply the diggings with water. They began shipping 100s of 
tons of equipment up the Koyukuk, but low water that summer, and the several summers 
following, forced them to abandon the plan. In 1930 the company folded. 

 

Jones, Bobby. Bobby Jones came from Wales. He began mining on Nolan Creek in 1921 and 
continued to do so until his death in the late 1960s. Although Jones had a cabin in 
Wiseman, he lived at Nolan most of the time [Brown, W. 1988; Johnson 1983]. 

 

Koyukuk River. 

See: main Reference Encyclopedia. 

 

Minano, James (1858-1945). James Minano was born in Hiroshima, Japan sometime around 1858. 
Like his old friend Frank Yasuda, Minano made his way to Alaska by hiring on as a laborer on a 
whaling ship (around 1900). He was shipwrecked off the coast of Siberia and he made his way to 
Barrow by foot and by hiring local natives to bring him across the Bering Straits. In Barrow, 
Minano met and married a woman from Point Hope named Shushalluk (Susie). He also 
reconnected with his friend Yasuda and when word of gold in the Koyukuk reached them, the two 
men and their families made their way to Nolan Creek. After a brief stay in Wiseman, the 
Minanos again moved with Yasuda to Chandalar Lake. During the next few years, the Minanos 
moved often; to Carol, to St. Mary’s Creek, to Beaver (1908). Minano never became a miner. 
Instead he cut wood for those too busy to do it themselves, ran a roadhouse and cooked 
[Warbelow 1993]. Sometime before 1916, Minano moved his family to Coldfoot where he 
planted a garden and raised vegetables to sell [Will 1981]. Around 1927 Minano left his wife and 



younger children in Coldfoot and moved to Eklutna where his older sons were living [Warbelow 
1993]. 

 

When the residents of Wiseman and Coldfoot decided to ask for funds to have a school 
built, they went to Minano and asked him if he would be willing to sign his kids up, even 
though they were not all really old enough. This he did, triggering something of a debate 
back in Juneau, because the law stipulated that the children should be white. In the end, 
the educational bureaucracy was convinced that being half Japanese was close enough 
and the school was approved. During the 1920s, several of his children attended school in 
Wiseman [Ulen 1983]. 

 

 Despite the fact that three of his sons fought in the US Army, Minano was sent to an internment 
camp in Seattle during World War II where he died in April 1945 [Warbelow 1993]. 

 

 

Minnie Creek. The first mining hole to bedrock on Minnie Creek was sunk in 1904 but filled 
with water and had to be abandoned. Quite a bit of work was done in 1905, and numerous 
attempts at mining there were made through the late 1930s but it does not appear that 
huge amounts of gold were actually taken out. 

 

Myrtle Creek. This was the site of the first gold discovery in the Coldfoot — Wiseman area. 
Myrtle Creek is a tributary of Slate Creek. In March of 1899 Martin L. Nelson and C.L. 
Carpenter struck color there and started the Coldfoot rush. By August of that same year 
more than 30 miles of creek had been claimed and 60 to 80 men were working the gravel 
to a depth of six feet. Until 1913 the only hydraulic plant for pressure sluicing in the 
Koyukuk was located at Myrtle Creek [Brown, W. 1988]. 

 

Ness, Albert. Was an avid reader and knew the history of every creek in the area in incredible 
detail. He lived in Knute Ellington's old cabin until it burned when Ness was in his 
eighties, along with Ness' collection of books [Johnson 1983]. 

 

Nolan. The name Nolan was first given to Wright City and then to the mining enclave on Nolan 
Creek after the name of Wiseman was adopted [AG 10.4]. 

 



Nolan Creek. Gold was discovered at Nolan Creek north and west of present day Wiseman in 
19068 by John Nolan. In 1907 the "Three Lucky Swedes," John and Louis Olson and 
John Anderson, using a steam boiler to thaw the ground, dug a shaft 150 feet down to 
bedrock and struck a rich deposit of gold. They reached Seattle in 1909 with half a 
million dollars in gold. For a time, the miners living at Nolan Creek used Coldfoot as a 
source of supplies and relaxation, but as more and more people moved out of Coldfoot, 
the town was moved to the mouth of Wiseman Creek. The diggings were good on Nolan; 
by 1910 as much as $800,000 worth of gold had been extracted [AG 10.4] and this had 
jumped to over $2 million by 1912 [Brown, W. 1988]. At that time Nolan Creek had 
accounted for a whopping 75% of all the gold mined in the entire Koyukuk district which 
included Gold Creek, Chandalar and other scatter diggings. 

 

Pingel, Henry and Louisa. Henry Pingel came to Alaska during the early days of the Klondike 
gold rush. He mined in the Nolan area with pick and shovel even into his seventies 
[Brown, W. 1988]. When the Pingels moved from Coldfoot to Nolan, Louisa, who had 
been a missionary, began holding services for the people of Wiseman. She would walk 
the seven miles to town every Sunday [Ulen 1983]. Some believed the Pingels were fairly 
well off (from their mining operations) and that the only reason they kept going was that 
they wanted to stay in the Koyukuk. 

 

Population. 

 See: introduction to this appendix. 

 

Post Office. In the early years the only post office was in Coldfoot. This was opened in 1902 and 
closed in 1912. In 1909 another office was opened at Nolan at the Flowers Roadhouse. 
This continued to serve the miners until it was moved to Wiseman in 1923. This office 
remained open until 1956 [Brown, W. 1988; Couch 1957]. Between 1956 and the 
opening of the Dalton Highway, mail was delivered by plane, apparently twice a month, 
weather permitting, at least for a good portion of this time frame. When the road was 
built, mail began coming in overland but was only brought as far as Coldfoot. Residents 
of Wiseman had to go in to Coldfoot to fetch it themselves. Beginning in 1985 mail has 
been delivered once a week to the Reakoff home, from where it is distributed to other residents. 

 

                                                           
8 Actually, the creek had been worked for some time prior to 1906. A report in the Fairbanks Weekly News 
of July 19, 1904, indicates that miners were shipping machinery to Nolan Creek and that it was 
considered one of the richest streams in the district. 



Reakoff, Jack (1957—). Jack was born in Anchorage and moved to Bettles when he was around 
four. In 1963, he started coming to Wiseman periodically with his dad who owned a 
small plane. In 1970 they moved to Chandalar Lake and in 1971 to Wiseman. He is a 
hunter and trapper and supplements his subsistence lifestyle conducting guided tours of 
Wiseman for NATC and selling handmade jewelry. 

 

Sawyer Creek. The third creek downriver from Wiseman on the west side of the Koyukuk is 
called Sawyer Creek. On the south bank of Sawyer Creek was an old cabin site built 
possibly around 1936 by Frank Miller who was prospecting the creek at that time 
[Brown, W. 1988].  

 

School. The first request for a school seems to have been made in 1917. There was some 
question of the legality of appropriating money for a school in Coldfoot (see under 
Minano, James above) but eventually it was approved and by 1919 a building was ready. 
It is a bit odd that the school should have been built in Coldfoot when the vast majority of 
the population had by then already moved to Wiseman, but it was. Perhaps it had to do 
with the Minano children in some way. The school operated until 1924, at which time the 
number of children had dwindled to six, all of them Minanos. School reopened in 1927, 
this time in a rented cabin in Wiseman. In 1928, the old building became one of the last 
things to get moved from Coldfoot to Wiseman. According to Tishu Ulen it was "towed 
on a sled"9, and other sources mention that the logs were numbered, that the building was 
dismantled and carried upriver. By then large building logs would have been hard to 
come by in the area because of all the wood that had been used for fuel. The school 
remained open in Wiseman until the 1940s. Usually there were around 10 children 
attending. One year, Ulen's daughter was enrolled when she was only four so that there 
would be enough children to meet legal requirements and get a teacher [Ulen 1983]. 

School would later be opened again sporadically in the 1980s and 1990s. At some point a 
house with white siding was put up for the teacher on Jack Reakoff’s land near the north 
end of the runway. This was moved by Joe Carlson to Minto in 2003. 

 

Slate Creek. 

See in the Reference Encyclopedia. 

 

Slisco, Martin (— 1942). Martin Slisco was a Yugoslavian who mined with his cousin Jack on 
Myrtle Creek. In 1926, Slisco purchased the old Jack Flower's Roadhouse and operated it 

                                                           
9 Tishu Ulen. Alaska Geographic Volume 10, Number 4. Page 77. 



for about a year. Though his tenure was short, the establishment is still best known by his 
name. At one point, Slisco traveled back to the old country and married a woman named 
Para. Slisco was shot and killed in 1942 by Jack Welch; Para Slisco and their three 
children moved to Fairbanks [Ulen 1983] 

 

Transportation. The mining district of the Koyukuk was extremely isolated for most of its 
history. The major supply line until the late 1920s when airplanes began flying into the 
area was the Koyukuk River. This river, however, is only navigable by shallow draft 
barges from Bettles at the mouth of the John River. The last 75 miles of the long journey 
had to be made either in winter or using poling boats or horse-drawn scows, both 
methods being agonizingly slow and laborious. 

 

In 1925, Noel Wien landed his Hisso Standard airplane on a gravel bar near Wiseman and 
the long isolation began to ease [AG 10.4]. The following summer the Alaska Road 
Commission, with the help of $1,613.25 of local capital, built the first real airstrip 
[Brown, W. 1988]. Construction of Bettles Field during World War II made air access to 
the Koyukuk even more reliable and small planes were the primary means of getting 
goods, news and people in and out of Wiseman until the Dalton Highway was built in 
1973. Since that time, the road has provided the main artery of supply for those living in 
Wiseman and Coldfoot [AG 10.4]. 

 

In 1929, Sam Dubin brought a caterpillar tractor (a Gas Cat-30) into Wiseman. This 
machine profoundly changed the way of life for many in the area. Drovers and freighters 
and even mine hands were put out of work because they could not compete with the cat's 
capacity for work. Dubin's cat is still in Wiseman, sitting in the Richard Henderson yard 
near Jack Reakoff’s House. For years there was a second bulldozer, a D-8, along the river 
in front of the museum, blocking the view and providing a wonderful conversation piece. 
This old cat was brought in to work at Nolan in 1972 by Burt Higgins. At some point it 
was sold to Paul Dione who abandoned it when it cracked a piston [Reakoff 2002]. In the 
spring of 2001, George Lounsbury moved it across the road up into the woods for 
aesthetic purposes [Brown, W. 1988; NATC guide observation]. 

 

The first car to make its way to Wiseman was an old Model T brought in by barge in the 
1930s by Joe Ulen. In 1941 the Ulen's got a Chevy pickup which was dismantled and 
flown in by plane [Ulen 1983]. 

 

The spur road from the Dalton Highway to Wiseman was upgraded in the early 1990s. 



 

Trolleys. For those who walked the trails to Coldfoot or to Big Lake 30 miles away, two 
trolleys suspended on cables were erected one north and one south of Wiseman Creek. 
These were still operating at least as late as the 1950s [Johnson 1983]. 

 

Stowaways. One time Noel and Sig Wien landed a Ford Tri-Motor aircraft in Wiseman. 
Three kids, including two of Tishu Ulen's daughters climbed into the back and hid. By the 
time they were missed, the plane was already on its way to Fairbanks. They were brought 
back five days later, happy and full of ice cream, having had a grand old time with the 
Wien brothers [Ulen 1983]. 

 

Ulen, Tishu (1905—1992). Tishu Ulen was a Kobuk Inupiat who spent much of her life in the 
Koyukuk. She was born in 1905 at Chandalar Lake. As a baby, Ulen became very sick 
and her parents brought her to Nolan where there was a doctor. To pay the doctor (who 
let the family stay in his house for over a month), Ulen's father hunted and provided them 
all with meat. After Ulen recovered, her father continued to hunt for the community and 
she and her mother settled in Wiseman. For years, Ulen went to school in Coldfoot. In 
1924, she married Joe Ulen who arrived in Wiseman in 1923 [Ulen 1983].  

 

Ulumiut. 

See: the main Reference Encyclopedia. 

 

Watts, Vern (—1946). Watts mined very successfully on the Hammond River for many years, 
finding one of the largest gold nuggets ever recovered from Alaska. He died in 1946 
while showing a mine on Vermont Creek to a visitor — his body was hauled out in a 
sluice box tied to the blade of an old Road Commission Car [Johnson 1983]. 

 

Wright City. Also simply Wrights, this was the first name given to the community which 
developed at present day Wiseman to cater to the miners at Nolan Creek. Settlement of 
Wright City must have started around 1908 or 1909 [AG 10.4].



 


