
1 

  
 
 

Appendix C: Anaktuvuk Pass 
 
 
Prehistoric Peoples. Subsistence peoples have been using the Anaktuvuk Pass area for at least 

5,000 years and probably longer. Sites representing at least nine and probably more 
distinct cultures have been unearthed in Anaktuvuk Pass. These include the Kogruk site 
which is possibly between 6,000 and 8,000 years old; the Tuktu site (Northern Archaic 
tradition) four miles north of the summit, which has been dated at between 6,200 and 
4,500 years of age; the Denbigh flint complex (Arctic Small Tool tradition) which is 
represented by several sites in the area and has been placed at between 4,500 and 3,600 
years old; the Kayuk site (Ipiutak Culture) located very close to the summit of Anaktuvuk 
Pass and dated between 3,600 and 1,500 years old; numerous Nunamiut sites; and the 
Kavik site which quite possibly represents an Athabaskan presence in the area around 
500 years ago [Anderson 1972; Campbell 1961; Reanier 1995]. General descriptions of 
these traditions may be found under the heading Archaeology in the main section. 

 
Western Exploration. The first white explorer to have reached Anaktuvuk Pass was probably 

Frank C. Schrader who, supported by funding from the United States Geological Survey, 
traveled up the John River in 1901, crossed Anaktuvuk Pass and continued down the 
Colville River to the arctic coast. Although he encountered quite a few Koyukon Indian 
peoples in the boreal forests of the southern Brooks Range, he reported seeing very few 
Nunamiut on his trip [Gubser 1965]. There had been several military expeditions through 
the central Brooks Range prior to this, but it is unclear whether they actually used 
Anaktuvuk Pass or not. In 1927, Ben Eielson flew through Anaktuvuk Pass on his way to 
Barrow from Fairbanks [Nielson 1979]. When the Nunamiut began to gather at 
Anaktuvuk Pass, a white trader set up a temporary post there. Since that time, a trickle of 
scientists from many disciplines have come to the Pass to conduct research. 

 
Nunamuit Peoples. It is unclear just how long the Nunamiut people have been using the 

Anaktuvuk Pass area. Several writers have written that they first came into the area in the 
mid-1800s. Local elders believe that their occupancy goes back much farther and Edwin 
S. Hall writes1 that they entered the Brooks Range from the Noatak drainage around 500 
years ago. 

 
From time to time in the old days there was conflict between the Nunamiut and other 
peoples in the area. In the 1820s a group of Quich'in Athabaskans moved into the 
Howard Pass area and lived alongside the Nunamiut bands there. Eventually a conflict 
developed and the Quich'in were forced to move farther east, to the Killik, Chandler, and 
finally the Anaktuvuk Pass area where the two peoples again lived peacefully together for 

                                            
1 Hall relied upon stories from Nunamiut verbal tradition coupled with variations in arrow point technolgy 
found in the archaeological record. 
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a time. However, a dispute (reputedly over women) eventually led to a battle at Tulugak 
Lake in which 20 Quich'in were killed and several Nunamiut injured. This occurred 
sometime prior to 1850. Evidence for these unrecorded events comes through oral 
tradition and archaeological evidence [Hall 1975; Mekiana, J. 1992].  

 
Around 1900 there were at least four groups wintering in different valleys2 — 
presumably these groups consisted of from one to six families. They traveled to the coast 
periodically to trade for tea (from the whalers), seal oil, shells, and food items (from 
coastal Inuit) [Mekiana, J. 1992]. A crash in the caribou populations prompted most of 
the Nunamiut to abandon their homeland for a time during the 1920s3. When they 
returned to the mountains from the coast in the 1930s, several groups began regularly 
using the areas on either side of the pass. 

 
Anaktuvuk Pass Village. 
 

Settling down. Several Nunamiut families including those of Simon Paneak and Billy 
Morry had been using the pass off and on since sometime in the 1930s [Mekiana, H 
1972]. Early in 1940, Sig Wien chanced to meet Simon Paneak and his group at Chandler 
Lake and began periodically dropping off supplies to the wandering band. This 
necessitated that the Nunamiut adapt their travels at least in part to the schedules of the 
pilots. Around 1947, Paneak suggested a permanent village might facilitate the education 
of the children. Though this did not happen right away, a teacher did begin flying into the 
mountains to spend a few weeks each summer with the children. For this reason, Paneak 
and his group were camping at Tulugak Lake 16 miles north of the present town site at 
the beginning of the summer of 1949. Maptigaq (Billy) Morry, leader of another group of 
four families who had been living in the Killik River area led his group on a 100 mile trek 
to Tulugak Lake sometime during that summer to take advantage of this chance to get 
outside education for the children. Morry's journey more or less signaled the coalescing 
of the Nunamiut peoples into a single group, although families continued to come and go, 
especially when school was not in session [Bristow 1999]. 

 
The first to have settled more or less permanently at Anaktuvuk Pass itself was Homer 
Mekiana. As more and more services became concentrated at the present village site, 
other families gradually moved their camps to that location [Mekiana, H 1972]. As late as 
1958 there was still a group living at Tulugak Lake [Bristow 1999]. 
 

                                            
2 These were the Kitalamiut, Kalagamiut or Anaktuvamiut, Itkillikmiut, and Ulumiut 
3 The dates vary considerably. It is even possible that this happened several times. 
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Trading Post. In 19494 a man by the name of Pat O'Connell landed a Cesna 180 on 
Eleanor Lake with a load of coffee, sugar, tea, and other groceries. Leaving these goods 
under the care of Simon Paneak, he flew back to Bettles for another load. The groceries 
were much welcomed by the few families who were living in the surrounding area at that 
time, and O'Connell decided to continue servicing the Pass. He erected a tent and used 
this crude shelter as a part-time trading post for the first few years. O'Connell's policy 
was to extend each family $200 to $250 credit, for which generosity he was rightfully 
admired. He remained in Anaktuvuk until 1959, at which point he left quite 
unexpectedly. As the story goes, the people of the village later heard he was being sought 

                                            
4Justus Mekiana says it was in 1950 or 1951 but based on other dated events, this must have happened 
earlier as suggested by Gubser. 
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by the Canadian Mounted Police for failing to pay his taxes. When O'Connell left, he 
gave the store to Homer Mekiana. Stocks were pretty low but Mekiana soon ordered the 
necessary goods by mail and the store continued to operate for some time [Mekiana, J. 
1992]. 

 
Landing Strip. Several things made the present location of the village attractive. One of 
these was the presence of Eleanor Lake on which small planes equipped with skis or 
floats could land. Also, there was a flat area along the river which might be used during 
fall and spring when the ice on the lake was unsafe, and which might eventually 
accommodate larger aircraft. As early as 1950, the men of the area put considerable effort 
into improving this strip, though it does not appear that it was used except sporadically 
(and by helicopters) until 1960 when a tractor was brought overland from Umiat on the 
Colville River to help with further improvements [Gubser 1965; Mekiana 1972]. (See: 
Building the Airstrip, below.) 
 
Municipal Government. The first local election took place in May 1950 when Bob 
Rausch of the United States Department of Public Health showed the people living in 
Anaktuvuk at the time how to vote. Anaktuvuk's first town council President was Billy 
Morry; its first vice-President was Simon Paneak [Mekiana, H 1972; Mekiana, J. 1992]. 
 
Post Office. The idea of a Post Office in Anaktuvuk Pass was also suggested in 1950 by 
Bob Rausch. Someone, possibly Homer Mekiana or Mr. Hagen the schoolteacher at the 
time, wrote a letter to the United States Postal Service requesting that a branch be opened 
in the Pass. The Postal Service replied with a question: Is there anyone in the area with a 
college degree who might be capable of running a post office should one be opened? 
When the people of Anaktuvuk replied that there was no one but that a post office would 
be of real benefit to the residents, the USPS sent a representative to the Pass to get a first-
hand feel for the situation. Discovering that Homer Mekiana could indeed read and write 
English with surprising fluency, the Post Office agreed to open a branch in Anaktuvuk 
Pass if Mekiana would agree to serve as postmaster. This he did, retaining this post until 
his death in 1967 [Mekiana, J. 1992]. 

 
Regular postal services to Anaktuvuk (sources disagree as to whether they were weekly 
or monthly — in either case they would have been highly dependent upon the weather 
and probably did not come on a very strict schedule) were started in April of 1951, the 
mail coming in via bush plane and delivered out of a tent [Mekiana, H 1972]. Several 
families moved permanently to Anaktuvuk at this time. 

 
Church. In the very early years, Sunday services were either performed by Homer 
Mekiana who had attended the Presbyterian Church while living in Barrow, or listened to 
over the radio. Occasionally ministers would fly in to Anaktuvuk Pass to check in on 
people and perform special ceremonies as needed. In 1952 a log church was built in the 
growing village. Of course, there was no timber large enough in the Pass and the logs had 
to be hauled in by dog team. The first ones came from Hunt's Fork about forty miles 
away but the villagers found the trail up the river tough to negotiate and settled for 
smaller logs available at Puvlatuuk, considerably nearer to town. The logs were about 10 
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feet long and one team could haul seven or eight at a time [Mekiana, J. 1992]. On August 
28, Reverend John Chambers and several others arrived to dedicate the new Chapel of the 
Mountain [Mekiana, H. 1972]. 

 
Food Storage. In the mid-fifties some families began digging large cellars in the frozen 
earth for storing meat. This allowed them to take greater advantage of the spring caribou 
migration and made it possible to spend more time in the village. These were reportedly 
used until the mid-70s when the village got a generator to provide electricity.5  
 
School. According to Justus Mekiana, even prior to 1949 there was a teacher who flew 
periodically from Barrow to Tulugak Lake. This is one reason a number of families had 
congregated there. Between 1949 and 1950, James Hagen6 came in to Anaktuvuk from 
Bettles to teach but the venue was soon shifted back to Tulugak Lake [Mekiana, J. 1992]. 
For a number of years, school was held only in the summer, presumably because 
conditions were too difficult for a teacher to be stationed there over the winter [Mekiana, 
H 1972].7 After the church was built, it was used for a school and the teacher came in 
from Tanana [Mekiana, J. 1992]. By 1960, the last of the nomadic Nunamiut families had 
moved to Anaktuvuk Pass and in 1961 a large, permanent school building was 
constructed. The present building was completed in 1980 at a cost of $8 million. It 
contains a swimming pool, gymnasium and state-of-the-art computer capabilities 
[Smetzer 1990]. 

 
All-terrain Vehicles. A major factor in the evolution of Anaktuvuk Pass was the 
introduction of all-terrain vehicles in 1960. This came about in part because of new 
regulations by the Alaska Department of Fish and Game which disallowed the use of 
caribou meat for feeding dogs [Morry 1992]. The advantage to snowmachines and Argos 
was that people could range farther afield in search of game; the disadvantage was that 
they became increasingly dependent on cash to meet their need for products such as 
gasoline. 
 
Health Care. The first health services in Anaktuvuk Pass were periodic visits by doctors 
and other care givers from the Department of Public Health. In late July of 1951 a Dr. 
Rudahl spent a little over ten says in the village; and in September a Dr. Matthews came 
to vaccinate the villagers [Mekiana, H 1972]. Today (2014) the Robert Ahgook Memorial 
Health Clinic is located on Main Street and employs 5 — 9 people. 
 
Simon Paneak Memorial Museum. In 1980, an aide to State Senator Frank Ferguson 
visited Anaktuvuk Pass as part of an effort to determine State funding priorities. 
Somewhat to his surprise, the Anaktuvuk Pass village council requested funding for a 
museum, a request that was eventually granted. Satellite television had just come to the 
village, and many of the older generation were reportedly concerned that this wave of 

                                            
5Sarah McConnel. 
6I have also seen this written as "Hayden". 
7Sarah McConnel has spoken with several people who were sent to schools outside the village (Mt. 
Edgecombe, Wrangel and even Oklahoma) during the 1950s. This was common throughout the state, 
presumably as a result of Bureau of Indian Affairs policy. 
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outside culture would completely wash away the vestiges of their own Nunamiut 
heritage. A local museum featuring local artifacts and displays would help stem this tide, 
they believed. 
 
Logs for the building were flown in from Fairbanks on a DC-3 in 1984 and by 1986 the 
Simon Paneak Memorial Museum had opened to the public under the direction of Grant 
Spearman, an anthropologist who had spent considerable time in the village. The 
museum's $130,000 annual operating budget is funded by the North Slope Borough 
[Bristow 1999]. 
 
In 2007 plans were made to renovate and expand the museum. It reopened in mid-
summer 2010. The new museum is nearly twice the size of the original (currently 2,600 
square feet) and includes a room for educational activities, expanded display areas, 
storage, and windows in all directions. 

 
Anaktuvuk Pass Today. The village has made steady progress through the years, 
especially since the discovery of oil on the North Slope. It is part of the North Slope 
Borough which receives tax money from the oil companies, and many of the people are 
shareholders in the Arctic Slope Regional Corporation, one of the wealthiest of Alaska's 
Native Corporations. 
 
In 1992 a demonstration project designed to assess the feasibility of bringing modern 
sewage facilities to the village was completed — the result of which are the two 
bathrooms in the community center. These, a buried water line from the well house, a 
circulation pump and a sewage holding tank8, cost $50,000 and was paid for by the state9 
[ADEC 1993]. Between 1996 and 1997, an underground sewage system was installed, a 
project considerably complicated by the frozen soil. During the summer of 1999 the 
airstrip was realigned by 7° to get it farther away from several buildings (and the 
landfill). In 2010 the museum was remodeled and doubled in size. 
 
With the approval of the village council, a group called FlightCam installed a series of 
cameras in Anaktuvuk Pass for the purpose of assisting air traffic. These are currently 
(2014) administered by the Federal Aviation Administration and can be viewed at:  
 

 http://avcams.faa.gov/viewsite.php?bookmark=6YEBZHCJ 
 

 
Despite the modernization, one still notices the strong bond the people of Anaktuvuk Pass 
have with their traditional way of life. It is not unusual, for example, to see caribou skins 
hanging over the metal support structure of a satellite dish [NATC guide observations]. 
 

                                            
8 The North Slope Borough pumps this every week at no cost to the village. 
9 The paper trail is somewhat illustrative of how municipal projects such as this one get done in rural 
Alaska. Someone in AKP learned that there was state money available for community improvement 
projects and the City council sent in a request to the North Slope Borough. The state awarded the funds 
to the borough who hired local contractors and labor to do the work [ADEC 1993]. 

http://avcams.faa.gov/viewsite.php?bookmark=6YEBZHCJ
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Building the Airstrip. The need for an airstrip in Anaktuvuk became clear very early on 
when in June of 1950 Alaska Airlines, unable to land on the lake, decided to drop a load 
of food and other supplies. One item in the drop was a fifty gallon drum of fuel10 which 
burst on impact and spilled its contents onto the tundra [Mekiana, H 1972]. 
 
Construction of the airstrip in Anaktuvuk illustrates the sometimes haphazard, often 
heroic nature of progress in the Arctic. In 1960, the men of the village began smoothing 
out a strip of land along the creek for planes to use during break-up. Working with small 
hand tools, progress was painfully slow, but word got out to the oil companies 
prospecting at Umiat and a tractor was sent overland to assist in the project. On June 18, 
the caterpillar finally arrived, chugging to a stop in front of the sweating men who stared 
at it in dismay. IT HAD NO BLADE!  
 
After some moments of discussion, the villagers picked up their tools and bent to their 
work. They would simply make sure the strip was long enough to accommodate a DC-3, 
the smallest plane capable of transporting a blade for the tractor. Later, Justus Mekiana 
did admit that the tractor was a big help in moving some of the larger boulders [Mekiana, 
J. 1992]. 
 
 
Priorities. In 1962 the Anaktuvuk Pass precinct sent in their completed ballots for the 
state Primary Election a week before the election actually took place. Although no 
explanation was given, it was speculated that someone must have spotted a herd of 
caribou and that the whole village took off hunting, casting their ballots before they left 
rather than waiting in town for election day and possibly losing the caribou. [FDNM — 
August 14, 1962]. 
 
Even surveys conducted since 1999 reveal that, to some degree or another, all families in 
Anaktuvuk Pass participate in subsistence activities.11  

 
 

Population of Anaktuvuk Pass 
 

1950  57 
1990  259 
2000  282 
2012  350 

                                            
10Homer Mekiana calls it gasoline. 
11 Sarah McConnel 


