
 

 

Appendix D: Denali 

 
Alaska Railroad. The Alaska Railroad runs from Seward on the Kenai Peninsula to Fairbanks with a 

spur running from Portage to Whittier. It is the only railroad left in the country which still makes 
flag stops, places where the conductor will make unscheduled stops for individuals signaling 
him/her to do so1. It is also the only railroad in the United States that was ever built and operated 
by the federal government. 
 
Originally known as the Government Railroad, it was commissioned and funded through an act of 
Congress in 1914 in large part due to the efforts of James Wickersham. The first 51 miles from 
Seward north to Moose Pass had already been built by a private company called the Alaska 
Central Railway in 1904. The ACR went bankrupt soon after completion of this section of rail 
and its assets were sold to a newly formed company called Alaska Northern Railroad, which laid 
another 21 miles of rail to Kern Creek on Turnagain Arm. The Alaska Northern Railroad was 
purchased by the federal government around 1915. Laying of rails to Fairbanks began in 1917 
based out of Ship Creek (Anchorage) with a work force of 4,500 laborers. Equipment that had 
been used in construction of the Panama Canal was shipped up to Anchorage and put into service. 
Rails had been more or less completed from Anchorage to Nenana by 1921 (the first train to 
complete the Seward-Fairbanks run arrived in Fairbanks in November 1921) but the bridge over 
the Tanana River was not finished until 1923. A narrow gauge spur line was built connecting the 
Tanana Valley Railway to North Nenana around 1918. Rails were laid across the ice of the 
Tanana River during the winters of 1921 and 1922. By June 15, 1923, the narrow gauge rails had 
all been replaced with the wider gauge of the main line. The last spike was driven by President 
Warren G. Harding on July 15, 1923 at Nenana [Deely 1985, 1996; Fitch 1967]. 
 
Although the original appropriation was for $35 million, the final cost was closer to $60 million. 
For many years, the Alaska Railroad ran a financial deficit. Administers were creative in finding 
ways for the railroad to make money, including operating a creamery for making butter and ice 
cream and portable cannery which serviced communities along the line [Fitch 1967]. The ARR 
first turned a profit in 1938 and has done so every year since then (12 – 14 million/year 2010 – 
2012) [ARR 2012 – annual reports]. From 1923 to 1966 the ARR was administered by the 
Department of the Interior; from 1966 to 1985, when ownership was transferred to the State of 
Alaska, it was run by the Federal Department of Transportation. 
 
In 1961, a section of the rails was moved three miles to the east of their original location so that 
passengers would not be able to see the newly installed and top secret Clear Air Force Base [Fitch 
1967]. 
 

                                                           
1 Whistle stops are possible between Anchorage and Fairbanks during the winter (Sept. 25-May 7) and 
between Hurricane (75 miles south of McKinley National Park) and Talkeetna year round. 



Today, the Alaska Railroad carries freight from Anchorage to Fairbanks, coal from Healy to 
Fairbanks, and passengers from Whittier and Seward past the entrance to Denali National Park 
and on up to Fairbanks. 
 
The line saw heavy use during the World War II and a $100 million reconstruction project was 
undertaken following the end of the conflict. Wooden bridges were replaced by metal ones, and a 
few trouble spots were rerouted. 
 
Because the railroad provides a snow-free zone during the winter, many animals use it as a means 
of getting from one place to another. This sometimes leads to a high rate of road kill. During the 
winter of 1989 – 1990, a heavy snow year between Fairbanks and Anchorage, 722 moose were 
killed by trains [AG 19.4]. The railroad used pilot cars and fired shotgun blanks in an attempt to 
get moose off the tracks ahead of the trains [ARR 2012 — history]. 

 
Alaska Range. The Alaska Range, stretching in a 400 mile arc from the White River in Yukon Territory, 

Canada to Lake Clark on the Alaska Peninsula, is a relatively young range of mountains. It was 
formed as one continental plate, pushing northward and rotating counter-clockwise, subducted 
under the pre-existing North American continental plate. This process is actually still ongoing – 
Denali itself seems to be growing about 1 mm per year. 

 
 The current range of mountains was actually preceded by an earlier version that was formed 

much earlier and worn down over time. Some of the rivers, including the Nenana River, are 
actually older than the current mountains [Connor 2014]. 

 
Major peaks in the Alaska Range include: 

 
 Denali (20,237 feet; 6,168 meters) was first climbed by Hudson Stuck in 1913. 
 Deborah (12,339 feet; 3,761 meters) was first climbed by Fred Beckley in 1954. 
 Hess (11,940 feet; 3,639 meters)  
 Hayes (13,832 feet; 4,216 meters) was first climbed in 1941 by Bradford Washburn. 
 Hunter (14,573 feet; 4,442 meters) was first climbed in 1954 by Fred Beckley. 

Foraker (17,400 feet; 5,304 meters) was first climbed by Joe Brown and party in 1934. 
 
The Alaska Range is geologically very active. Several major faults transect the range in a roughly 
east-west direction, crossing the Parks Highway near the park entrance as seen in the map below. 
The crust south of the Hines Creek fault is about 22 miles (35 km) deep but north of the fault it is 
only 16 miles (25 km) deep, marking the boundary between pieces of two major tectonic plates 
that collided about 100 million years ago. This boundary represents a weak point in the crust. As 
material from the Pacific continental plate pushes northward against the North American 
continental plate, pressure is applied to the rock strata and this weak point becomes a region of 
release and upthrust [NPS 2011]. One result of this was the 2002 Denali Fault earthquake (M7.9) 
which is described in its own entry. 
 
 



 
Major faults bisecting the Parks Highway at Denali. 

 
Anderson. Anderson is a community of around 325 people (86% White, 5% African American) which 

began as homestead acreage in the late 1950s. The original homesteaders were Art Anderson, 
William Devon and Charles DeWitt. In 1959, Anderson subdivided his portion and sold lots to 
workers from Clear Air Force Base. An elementary school was opened in 1961 and in 1962 
Anderson was incorporated as a city. That same year, a road was built to Nenana, connecting 
residents at least tenuously with the rest of the world. From 2007 to 2012 Anderson hosted a 
Bluegrass Festival which was intended to attract more residents. 

 
Antimony. Element Sb, Antimony is a silvery, hard and brittle semi-metal. It is used in the electronics 

industry to make semiconductors. Alloyed with lead and other metals, it is used to improve their 
hardness. Other uses include infrared detectors, diodes, batteries, bullets and cable sheathing. As 
one might imagine from this list, it was very valuable during World War II.  

 
The Stampede Mine, now located in Denali National Park on the north side of the Alaska Range 
was at one time the largest antimony producer in Alaska. 

 
Berry. From 1910 to 1965 the post office in Ester was called Berry and incoming mail had to be 

addressed to Berry, Alaska. This is because the original post office contract for the area was given 
to the Berry brothers who had a mine nearby. Although the Berry’s moved their post office to 
their general store when they opened it in the town of Ester, the name of the original post office 
was retained [Reckard 1999]. 



 
Caribou. Denali National Park is home to the Denali caribou herd which ranges almost entirely within 

the park boundaries. During the 1920s, when the park was getting established, there were as many 
as 20,000 animals in the Denali herd. Although is was not legal to hunt in the park even then, 
except under special circumstances (for miners operating in the park), poaching was a big 
problem and this number had dropped to a low of around 1,000 by the 1970s. After several 
decades of aggressive management (cracking down on illegal hunting), Denali caribou numbered 
about 3,700. A severe winter in 1990-1991 caused high mortality (around 30%) and subsequent 
recovery has been slow. Currently (2014) there are around 1,760 caribou in the park [NPS 2014]. 

 
In 1921, Olaus Murie and a crew of 7 trapped a number of caribou on the Savage River in Denali 
National Park and shipped them to the University in Fairbanks. These animals were later moved 
to Nunivak Island. The idea behind this effort was to breed reindeer with wild stock to increase 
their size and survivability. This project was abandoned due to limited capture success and the 
difficulty of transporting the animals [Walker 2009]. 
 

Chechacos, The. The first motion picture filmed entirely in Alaska was shot in part at McKinley Station 
in 1923 by Austin E. “Cap” Lathrop’s Alaska Moving Picture Company with Hollywood actors, 
photographers etc. Harry Karstens, superintendent of McKinley National Park, donated the park’s 
dog team and his time to the film for the mushing scenes as a means of promoting the park.  

 
Clear Air Force Base. The top secret Clear Air Force Base was completed in 1961. Its purpose was the 

early detection of submarine-launched missiles from the Bering Sea and ICBMs from the Soviet 
Union. The flat surroundings, especially to the west, made it a good location for this. Since its 
completion, Clear has provided continuous surveillance uninterrupted except for 6 minutes during 
the 1964 earthquake. In 2000, major upgrades were made and the aging systems were restored to 
full functionality. 

 
Ironically, the Alaska Railroad, the presence of which aided immensely in the construction of 
Clear AFB and no doubt was a factor in the choice of its location, was rerouted and moved 
several miles to the east so that passengers would not be able to see the military installations. 
 
In 2014, there were 7,606 USAF personnel in Alaska, distributed between Eielson, Elmendorf 
Shemya (Eareckson Air Station) and Clear AF bases. 

 
Coal. The route chosen for the Alaska Railroad passes a number of coal deposits known at the time, 

including Chickaloon (near Palmer), Suntrana (Healy), and Lignite (also Healy). In the early 
days, locomotives still burned coal; and planners also hoped that the transportation of coal would 
become major source of income for the Railroad. Although numerous small, local coal mines 
existed prior to 1916, it was not until completion of the railway that coal mining became 
successful on a commercial scale. The Usibelli mine in Healy is currently the only operating coal 
mine in the state. 

 
 Healy coal has low nitrogen and extremely low sulfur content. In fact, the Environmental 

Protection Agency has stated that it has the lowest sulfur of any coal currently produced in the 
United States [Usibelli 2014]. Unfortunately, Healy coal is classed as subbituminous C, and is 
relatively soft and volatile (36% volatile matter). Coal is rock which contains more than 50% (by 



weight) carbonaceous matter, mostly from plants. It starts out as peat and gradually under 
pressure and heat “matures” into harder and harder substances. There is a continuum of coal 
composition divided into 4 main categories: 

 
lignite   immature soft, light in color 
sub-bitumious  immature darker & harder than lignite 
bituminous  mature  hard, dark 
anthracite  mature  very hard, shiny 

 
 Generally, the harder the coal is, the fewer volatiles it contains and the cleaner it burns in terms of 

smoke and vapor. 
 

The coal near Healy comes from forests that grew in the area during the Early Oligocene (about 
24 million years ago). An earlier iteration of the Alaska Range had been largely worn down at 
this time providing a lowland habitat with rich soils. This, combined with a relatively warm 
climate, allowed lush forests of hickory, sweet gum, oak, elm and linden to thrive here [Connor 
2014]. 
 
Essentially all Healy coal is burned to produce electricity. 

 
Coghill, John B. “Jack” Coghill was born in Fairbanks on September 24, 1925. His father, William A. 

Coghill had stampeded to the interior from Valdez and opened a trading post in Nenana – the 
Coghill General Store – in 1916. Jack Coghill was mayor of Nenana for 22 years before being 
elected to the territorial House of Representatives in 1952 and again in 1956. He was a senator in 
the State Legislature from statehood until 1964 and from 1984 to 1990 when he gave up his seat 
to campaign as Walter Hickel’s running mate. He was lieutenant governor from 1990-1994. 
Coghill also served in the Aleutian Islands during World War II. 

 
 In 1961, Jack Coghill began working on securing state funding for the construction of a bridge 

over the Nenana River. At that time, there was no road between Nenana and Healy, and the idea 
of building a bridge where there were no connecting roads seemed ludicrous. The project became 
known as Jack Coghill’s “Bridge to Nowhere” – not the last Alaskan bridge to earn that 
nickname2. History shows that Coghill was correct, though: if a bridge were built, roads would 
follow. 

 
Cripple Creek Resort. The now closed Cripple Creek Resort was located in Ester in the old Fairbanks 

Exploration Company camp from 1958 to 2007. Called the Ester Gold Camp in later years, this 
iconic area establishment featured a musical variety show including works of Robert Service, and 
an aurora lights show. 

 
Dementieff, Shirley. Shirley Dementieff was a local Athabascan activist who died on January 3, 2007 of 

lung cancer at the age of 56. 
 
                                                           
2 The Gravina Island Bridge between Ketchikan and Gravina Island (where the Ketchikan Airport is 
located) has also been dubbed “The Bridge to Nowhere”. This project, estimated to cost about $398 
million was advocated by Representative Don Young and Senator Ted Stevens beginning in 2006 and 
strongly supported by Sarah Palin during her gubernatorial campaign. 



Denali. This, the tallest mountain in North America, has a Tanaina Athabaskan name meaning "the great 
one." It was named Mt. McKinley in 1896 after William McKinley who was at the time the 
republican presidential candidate. The name was "officially" changed by the State of Alaska in 
1975 back to Denali; however, the United States Board of Geographical Names, facing 
opposition from President McKinley’s home state of Ohio delegation. did not recognized it as 
such until August 2015. 

 
Denali is 121 miles south of Fairbanks. It can (occasionally) be seen from Hagelbarger when 
driving south and (even less frequently) from mile 44.5 of the Elliott Highway, also southbound. 
Probably the best chance of seeing it is heading north on the Arctic Circle Air Adventure [NATC 
Guide observations]. 
 
The highest peak in North America, the South Peak is 6,168 meters (20,237 feet) high3. Because 
its base is so close to sea level, relatively speaking, Denali actually seems more impressive than 
comparable mountains in other parts of the world. 
 

Koyukon creation story. In the beginning the entire world was one big ocean. Then Raven 
came and began turning the water into stone. He struck one particularly big wave with his 
spear and it became Deenaalee [Nelson 1983 — Athabaskans]. 

 

Tena creation story. There was once a peaceful man named Yako who traveled far to the 
west to find himself a wife. Upon arriving in his canoe at the village of the raven war chief 
Totson, Yako was greeted by a mother and her daughter, who Yako soon took as his wife. 
The mean and jealous Totson was furious. He sharpened his magic war spear and set off in 
pursuit on the young couple. With his spear, Totson cause a great storm to blow across 
Yako’s path, whipping the water into giant waves. But Yako had magic of his own and he 
smoothed a path through the wind and the waves. Totson then hurled his spear at Yako’s 
back, but again Yako used his magic to save himself. He cause a huge wave to rise up into 
the sky and turn to stone. Totson’s spear shattered when it hit near the peak of this new 
mountain and when his canoe smashed into a wall of rock, he turned into a raven and flew 
away, croaking angrily to himself. Yako traveled safely beyond the mountain and fathered 
many children, who became the Tena Athabaskans [in Davidson 1969]. 
 
Denali climbing feats. 
 
1. The first attempt by a non-Native to reach the summit of Denali was James Wickersham’s 

expedition in 1903. Wickersham climbed to about 9,000 feet up a part of Peters Glacier. The 
sheer rock face that stopped his progress is still called Wickersham Wall today [Wickersham 
1938]. 

2. In 1906 Dr. Frederick Cook claimed to reach the summit of Denali but his claims were later 
proven to be hoax. 

                                                           
3 In 2010, a survey by Alaska Statewide Digital Mapping Initiative using advanced radar technology 
established Denali’s height as 6,168 meters, some 26 meters lower than the earlier estimate made in 
1952 [Davidson, Jacob 2013]. 



3. In 1910, Tom Lloyd, Peter Anderson, Billy Taylor, and Charles McGonagall (known as the 
Sourdough expedition) reached North Summit, which is some 200 feet lower than south 
summit. None of the participants were mountaineers, or even particularly fit. On “Summit 
Day” they went light, carrying a bag of doughnuts each, a thermos of hot chocolate and a 14 
foot spruce pole. No one believed they had succeeded until the pole was found by a later 
expedition. The expedition, which departed from Fairbanks on December 22, 1909, took 3 
months [Moore 1981]. 

4. In 1913, Hudson Stuck was the first to reach the higher of Denali’s two peaks. From the 
summit, he could see the spruce pole carried by the Sourdough expedition through his 
binoculars. Stuck left a self-recording thermometer at 15,000 feet which was recovered in 
1932, showing a low temperature of about -100° F. 

5. In 1932, the first plane landed on Denali (Muldrow Glacier at around 6,000 feet). This was a 
scientific expedition to study cosmic rays at high elevations. Two members of this 
expedition, Allen Carpé and Theodore Koven, perished on Muldrow Glacier, the first two 
known deaths on Denali [Moore 1981]. 

6. In 1967 (February) Gregg Blomberg, Art Davidson and six others completed the first winter 
ascent. One climber, Jacques “Farine” Batkin perished when he fell into a crevasse on the 
second day of the 42-day climb. Climbers experienced temperatures down to -148°F 
[Davidson 1969]. 

7. In 1972, Sylvain Saudan, the father of extreme skiing, became the first to ski Denali, coming 
down the Southwest Face. 

8. In 2014, mountain runner Kilian Jornet set a new speed record for Denali. Starting at 
Kahiltna Base Camp at 7,200 feet, Jornet ran to the summit carrying skis and returned in 11 
hours and 48 minutes [McDonald 2014]. 

9. Lonnie Dupre of Minnesota completed the first winter solo ascent on January 11, 2015 
[FDNM — Jan. 13, 2015]. 

 
Between 1903 and 1912, there were 120 climbing deaths on Denali; 44 of the bodies have not 
been recovered. 

 
Denali Earthquake (2002). On November 3, 2002, an earthquake measuring magnitude 7.9 on the 

Moment Magnitude scale struck east of the entrance to Denali National Park. This was the largest 
inland earthquake in North America in nearly 150 years and ruptured three different faults 
(Denali, Totschunda, and Susitna Glacier). It ended with a rupture length of about 205 miles (330 
kilometers). The maximum vertical displacement was 13 feet (4 meters) and the maximum 
horizontal displacement was 29 feet (8.8 meters). The quake caused some damage to the pipeline 
but no spillage; ruined the Northway airstrip and caused serious damage to the Tok cutoff and 
Richardson Highway. The quake was felt as far south as Washington and was detected visually in 
ponds in Texas and Louisiana. There were over 35,000 aftershocks recorded through the end of 
2004 [Earthquake Center 2001]. 

 
Denali National Park and Preserve. Established on Feb. 26, 1917 as Mount McKinley National Park, 

the name was changed to Denali National Park and Preserve in 1980. The original park contained 
2 million acres; however congressional appropriations in 1922 (284,800 acres of prime Dall sheep 
and caribou breeding grounds), 1932 (246,400 square miles to bring park access closer to the 
railroad; to include Wonder Lake and to protect prime moose winter habitat), and 1980 
(3,668,800 million acres) brought the total acreage of the park up to 6.2 million. In addition, 1.9 
million acres (most of the original McKinley National Park) was given Wilderness designation in 
1980 (ANILCA). This means that the lands must be administered (and used) “in such a manner as 



will leave them unimpaired for future use and enjoyment as wilderness, and so as to provide for 
the protection of these areas, the preservation of their wilderness character, and for the gathering 
and dissemination of information regarding their use and enjoyment as wilderness.”4 

 
 In 1976 Denali Biosphere Reserve was included in the United Nations Man and the Biosphere 

(MAB) program. The Reserve encompasses 1,932,400 million acres in the core of the park. MAB 
is an international scientific program set up for the purpose of conducting research that will 
facilitate the improved relationship between humans and their environment. There are protection 
requirements that must be met before an area can be designated as an International Biosphere 
Reserve. The Denali Biosphere was not impacted by Trump’s biosphere rollbacks because it did 
not come up for review during his term in office. 

 
 The first appropriation for funding park rangers did not come until 1921, when the Congress 

authorized $8,000 for that purpose. Construction of the road into the park began two years later 
but was not completed until 1938. During World War II, the park was closed to the public but 
remained open as a recreation area for military personnel. In 1976 a part of the park was 
designated as an International Biosphere Reserve and in 1980 the park was given the extra 
protection of Wilderness designation as a part of the Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation 
Act. At this time the name was also changed [NPS 2001]. 

 
Denali National Park averages around 500,000 visitors/year. The busiest year was 1988 when the 
park recorded 592,431 visitors. This dropped to 311,335 in 2002 but has been climbing fairly 
steadily since then. Last year [2013], 530,922 people visited the park [NPS Stats 2014]. 

 
 Denali Kennel. Denali National Park rangers continue to use dog teams for much of the remote 

work that goes on in the park. This is, in part, a matter of tradition. However, it is also a way to 
reduce human use impact on the wild animals of the park. The dogs are used primarily to 
transport materials to remote sites – for scientific research and for maintaining and repairing park 
cabins and other structures – reducing the need for helicopters and their attendant noise, and for 
4-wheelers or ARGOs which make noise, air pollution and tracks. 

 
Dogs are bred by the park kennel for size (large, strong dogs are preferred for hauling heavy 
sleds), fur (good fur means fewer cold related problems and injuries such as frostbite), feet (good 
feet do not collect balls of ice between the pads) and personality (the dogs also serve as a major 
visitor attraction and come into contact with literally thousands of people every day during the 
summer). They are worked until they are eight years old, at which time they are adopted out to 
pre-selected families [NATC conversations with Park rangers, Nov. 2014.] 
 

Trash etiquette. Illustrating how times have changed since the early days of the park: one 
early park rule read: “All refuse resulting from camping, should be burned or hidden where 
it will not be offensive to the eye. It is only a matter of a few minutes to gather your tin 
cans, paper, etc. and drop them into a nearby creek, where they will be washed away.”5 

 
                                                           
4 1964 Wilderness Act. Section 2(a). 
5In: Walker, Tom. McKinley Station: The People of the Pioneer Park that became Denali” Pictorial 
Histories Publishing, Inc. Missoula, MT; 2009. P.12. 



 



 



 



Dinosaurs. In 2005 the footprint of a theropod dinosaur was found near the Denali Park road by 
a college student from Fairbanks. Since then, many others have been found, including a 
slab of rock with thousands of fossilized tracks crisscrossing it. These are found in the 
Lower Cantwell formation which was formed between 65 and 80 million years ago. 

 
Many of the Denali tracks are from ancient flying dinosaurs (pterosaurs) including a five-
foot tall wader called Magnoavipes denaliensis, discovered in 2009 and not yet found 
anywhere else in the world. Another, much smaller bird species called Gruipeda 
vegrandiunis, also unique to the park, was found along Riley Creek. 

 
Ebbesson Farms. Ebbesson Farms, located just north and west of Nenana, was started in 1986. They 

specialize in organically grown Alaska blue potatoes, Swedish almond potatoes and seed 
potatoes. Alaska is one of the few places in the world where organic potato farming is fairly 
successful because potatoes grow well although they are not native. Not being native means they 
do not have natural pests unless these get imported with the potatoes. Also, the cold winters make 
it difficult for potato pests to survive from year-to-year. Seed potatoes are required to be disease 
free, which is easier to achieve in Alaska than elsewhere. 

 
Equinox Marathon. 
 

The Fairbanks Equinox Marathon, which starts at the University of Alaska and climbs to 
the top of Ester Dome and back, has been called one of the most difficult marathons in 
the world due to the number and steepness of its climbs (in total, about 3,285 feet of 
elevation gain). The first running of the Equinox was in 1963 when 24 men, 8 women, 21 
boys and 64 girls took on the rough trail newly cleared through the woods. Its popularity 
grew rapidly and it soon became one of the main community events in Fairbanks. By 
1969 over 700 persons participated either as runners or as hikers. Starting in 1989 runners 
could choose to participate in a three-section relay and in 2008 an ultra-marathon was 
added to the mix. 
 
Course records: Men  Stan Justice  1984 2:41.30 
   Women Christy Marvin 2014 3:17.09 
 
That these times are fairly slow relative to other marathon course records is a testimony 
to the difficulty of the course. 
 
In 2010 the relay team of Vahur Teppan, Devin McDowell and Chris Eversman won a 
special $500.00 prize for beating Stan Justice’s individual record time. They are the only 
team ever to have done this! 

 
Ester. The community of Ester was started as a gold mining town when Czechoslovakian John “Jack” 

Mihalcik found gold on Ester Creek in November of 1903. By 1907, around 200 people lived in 
Ester (which was named after Esther Duffy, the fiancée of a local miner.) In 1910 the Berry 
brothers who had mined on a nearby creek and started a store in Ester, moved their post office 



into Ester itself. However, they did not change the name of the post office (Berry) and for many 
years this caused a certain amount of confusion – mail to Ester had to be addressed to Berry, 
Alaska. The name of the post office was finally changed in 1965 [Reckard 1999]. 

 
In 1929, the Fairbanks Exploration Company began dredge mining operations on Ester Creek. As 
in many mining areas in Alaska, reliable quantities of water were essential, and the company 
solved the problem for Ester by pumping water from the nearby Chena River. The Pump House 
Restaurant was the original pumping station for this system. In 1958, the F.E. Company sold their 
camp to Cripple Creek Resort (which later became the Ester Gold Camp) and for many years the 
major economic activity for Ester was tourism. The Ester Gold Camp closed in 2007. 

 
Ester Dome. Has been a favorite recreational area for Fairbanks residents for many years, 

especially known for its views, hiking, skiing, and hunting. It is 2,364 feet at the top but 
rises a good 1,700 above the Tanana Valley. 

 
In the 1950s and 1960s there was a ski resort called Ullrhaven which was built and 
operated on University land by University students. This was abandoned in the late 1960s 
and the lodge burned down around 1985. The saddle where the lodge stood is still known 
as Ullrhaven today. 
 
Ester Dome is the feature obstacle in the Equinox Marathon and there is a 9.5 mile long 
single-track bike trail located on the east side of the hill. 
 
The extreme top of Ester Dome has been utilized for various communications towers for 
many years. 

 
Ester Gold Camp: see Cripple Creek Resort 
 
Eva Creek Wind Farm. Turbines from the Eva Creek project can be seen on the bluff east of 

the Parks Highway across the Nenana River north of Healy. The first power from the 
project came into the grid on October 24, 2013 and all 12 turbines were producing by 
January, 2014. Altogether, Eva Creek produces 24.6 megawatts of power and is the 
largest wind project in Alaska. Constructed in 2012 after 3 years of planning and 
preparation, Eva Creek cost $93 million of which $13.4 million came from State 
appropriations. Much of the material was trucked up the Parks Highway from Anchorage, 
then transferred to the Alaska Railroad in Healy for the short trip to Ferry. The blades, 
which are about 150 feet (46 meters) long were brought to Ferry by rail. Each of the 12 
tower bases contains 850 tons of concrete and 84 tons of rebar. The towers, from the base 
to the tip of the blade, are 410 feet (125 meters) tall. They can operate and produce 
electricity in wind speeds from 6.7 to 53.7 miles per hour [GVEA 2014]. 

 
Ferry. This is a community of around 33 people (2010 census) located on the Alaska Railroad 

across the Nenana River from the Parks Highway and about 10 miles north of Healy in 
the Denali Borough. All Ferry residents are white. 



 
George Parks Highway. Contrary to popular belief, the Parks Highway was not named for its 

proximity to Denali National Park. George Alexander Parks was governor of the 
Territory of Alaska from 1925 to 1933 and it is after him that the highway was named. 
The road has a convoluted history: 

 
1962 – Road is built from Anderson to Nenana 
1963 – Bridge across Nenana built at Rex (Tatlanika) 
1967 – Bridge across Tanana at Nenana completed 
1971 – Anchorage-Fairbanks Highway is completed 
1975 – Renamed George Parks Highway 
2009 – Designated as a National Scenic Byway 

 
Healy. The town of Healy, which today has a population of around 1,000 residents, began as a 

construction camp for the Alaska Railroad in 1918. The spot was chosen because of its 
proximity to known coal deposits and the first, small coal mining operations began about 
3 miles away up Healy Creek that same year. Although Healy has been largely a coal 
town since its inception, its proximity to Denali National Park has contributed greatly to 
its economy, especially during the summer months when the park hosts upwards of 
125,000 visitor per month [NPS stats 2014]. The main offices for the Denali Borough and 
the Denali Borough School District are located in Healy. 

 
The Stampede trail, made famous by Jon Krakauer’s Into the Wild starts in Healy 
(PHMP251.1) 

 
Healy River Coal Corporation. Founded in 1922 by Austin E. “Cap” Lathrop, Healy River 

Coal operated at Suntrana until around 1943 when it merged with Suntrana Mining 
Company and was sold to Emil Usibelli. 

 
Kantishna. There is a river and an area just outside the northern boundary of the Wilderness 

Area but within Denali National Park called Kantishna. This was a major mining district 
starting in 1905. Several drift miners made good profits in 1905 digging gold, but already 
by 1906 things were starting to peter out. There was a second boom in the district 
between 1920 and 1922 when many claims were staked and lots of capital was invested 
in silver, copper, galena (lead ore), gold and stibnite (antimony ore) mining. Several of 
these mines produced high-grade ore, but none were able to overcome the extraordinary 
cost of transportation and none lasted more than a year or two. The main town in the 
district, located at the confluence of Eldorado and Eureka Creeks was variously called 
Eureka, Shamrock City and Kantishna City. 

 
The Kantishna district has had a long and often cantankerous relationship with the park. 
On the one hand, the formation of the park curtailed certain activities (such as hunting) 
previously enjoyed by Kantishna residents; on the other, the park road made access to 



Kantishna much easier and gave residents alternative economic activities catering to park 
visitors. 

 
Karstens, Harry (1878-1955). Harry Karstens was the first superintendent of Denali National 

Park (from 1921 to 1928). He was also a member of the first expedition to successfully 
climb to the top of Denali in 1913. 

 
Karstens was born in Chicago, Illinois. He stampeded north to the Klondike in 1897 
when he was 19 year old. He mined for a while at Seventy Mile Creek, earning the 
nickname “Seventy Mile Kid”. He also helped lay out the town of Eagle and eventually 
went into the freighting business. His experience as a freighter brought him to the 
attention of Hudson Stuck when he was looking for a guide to help out with his climb. 
This expedition, in part, resulted in his selection as the first park superintendent. During 
his tenure, Karstens fought to eliminate poaching from the park, oversaw the building of 
the first park road, constructed a park headquarters at McKinley Station, and waged a 
hopeless battle against moonshiners (production and consumption of intoxicating 
beverages was illegal in the Territory of Alaska). No appropriations were made for 
anything other than his salary until 1928, the same year he resigned. 

 
McCandless, Chris. Alaska has attracted untold adventurers over the years. Some did amazing 

things and earned their places in the history books; most disappeared without a trace, 
their journeys and adventures either completely unremarkable or simply unrecorded. 
Chris McCandless does not fit either category. He did absolutely nothing to earn his 
fame, and yet, due to the bestselling book Into the Wild by Jon Krakauer, became one of 
the most well-known of modern “Alaskan” adventurers. 

 
In 1992, McCandless hitchhiked to Alaska where he found his way to the Stampede trail 
(PHMP 251.1). Poorly equipped, he headed down the trail to an abandoned bus, where, 
trying to live off the land, he died of starvation some 119 days later. In his book, 
Krakauer proposes the theory that McCandless misidentified wild sweat peas (which 
might or might not be toxic) for Eskimo potatoes (which are not). This theory was later 
refuted through forensic testing and Krakauer suggested McCandless had not 
misidentified his plants but that the Eskimo potatoes he consumed were a) too old and 
lacking in nourishment or b) infested with toxic mold. Neither of these theories is without 
its detractors. Probably we will never know the true cause of McCandless death. 

 
McKinley Station. This is the name of the original train station just outside the entrance to Denali 

National Park. 
 
McKinley Village. As the number of visitors to Denali National Park increased, the need for amenities 

grew and a (mostly) seasonal village arose on the east side of the Nenana River. This became 
known as McKinley Village. The original homesteader at McKinley Village was Bill Nancarrow 
(husband of the well-known quilter and artist Ree Nancarrow) who moved to Denali Lakes in 



1954. Three years later, the Denali Highway opened, connecting the Denali Park Road to the 
Richardson Highway. Although there are about 160 permanent residents of the McKinley Village 
area, few of the businesses are open during the winter months. 

 
Mears Memorial Bridge (Nenana). This is the railroad bridge across the Tanana River seen from the 

Parks Highway at Nenana. It was named, many years after its construction, in honor of Frederick 
Mears who was chairman and chief engineer for the Alaska Engineering Commission which built 
the Alaska Railway. 

 
The design for the bridge was done by the firm Modjeski and Angier, the descendant of which, 
Modjeski and Masters, is still one of the foremost engineering firms in the country. Construction 
was done by J.P. Morgan’s American Bridge Company which some years later built the Empire 
State Building in New York. 
 
At the time of its completion, the Mears Memorial Bridge (Total length = 4,183 feet; longest span 
= 700 feet) was the second longest truss bridge in the country (Chicago, Burlington and Quincy 
Railroad Bridge over the Ohio River at Metropolis, Illinois was the longest at 720 feet). It is still 
the third longest truss bridge in North America. Construction began in the spring of 1922 and the 
bridge was completed by February, 1923. The cost was about $1,300,000 - somewhat less than 
the famous Miles Glacier or “Million Dollar Bridge” over the Copper River which cost 
$1,400,000 but which was only 1,576 feet (longest span = 450 feet) [Bridgehunter 2014; Reckard 
2002].  

 
Nenana. Nenana is a community of almost 400 people located at the confluence of the Tanana and 

Nenana rivers about 60 road miles south-west of Fairbanks. The population is nearly half 
Athabaskan, with the rest being white. 

 
The original village, called Toghotthele (Tortella) was located about two miles upstream from the 
current location. It is unclear just when the current site was inhabited, perhaps in 1902 when a 
telegraph station was established. A year later Jim Duke opened a trading post/roadhouse to 
supply river travelers. 
 
In 1905 work began on the Episcopalian mission and a boarding school at Nenana. The church, 
called St Mark’s Episcopalian Church is still open and boasts an altar covered with bleached and 
beaded moose hide. In 1955, when the boarding school closed, the church was moved about a 
mile from its original location to where it can be seen today. The original mission location has 
been destroyed by the shifting Tanana River. 
 
The Nenana Post Office opened in 1908. 
 
Nenana received its big boom in 1917 when construction of the Alaska Railroad got under way 
under the auspices of the US Army (Alaska Engineering Commission). Many buildings used 
during this boom had been built years before in Chena, dismantled and moved downriver to the 
growing construction camp [Deely 1996]. Because of the many river crossings between 
Anchorage and Nenana, much of the equipment and supplies used in laying the northern sections 
of rail were shipped up the Yukon and Tanana Rivers and offloaded in Nenana. During these 
years (1915-1921) Nenana was essentially an army camp managed by the US Department of the 



Interior. The community was incorporated as a city in 1921 and the first civilian government was 
established. 
 
For several winters prior to the completion of the bridge, the Alaska Railroad was run to 
Fairbanks using temporary tracks laid out on the ice of the Tanana River. It was railroad 
engineers who started the now-famous Nenana Ice Classic in 1917; no doubt predicting how long 
they could leave the tracks and run trains over the river was a major topic of discussion. In 1923 
the Railroad Depot at Nenana was finished and President Warren G. Harding hammered in the 
last (golden) spike, signaling completion of the line. At that time the Mears Truss Bridge was the 
longest bridge of its kind in the United States. 
 
Coghill’s General Store opened in 1916. The mural on the East wall depicts real people and 
event: 
 Foreground (from left to right) – Chief Thomas; Mary Dementieff (Native nurse) with 
Rhonda Carter Vaden and Nora Thomas Lord; Nenana Dancers (Mary Dementieff, David Esau, 
Winnie Charlie, Nora Lord, Selina George Blazer, Rosie Burk, Paul George, Mitch Dementieff); 
Sternwheeler Reliance; girls at St Marks Mission; President Harding driving the “Golden Spike”. 
 Background – Jack Coghill; Denali; Mears Memorial Railroad Bridge; Aurora; 
Fishwheel; Parks Highway Bridge. 
 
In 1925, during the diphtheria outbreak in Nome, serum was rushed up to Nenana by train where 
it was transferred to dog team and the famous serum run that later became inspiration for the 
Iditarod Sled Dog Race was begun. 
 
During WWII, from 1942-1945 there was a US Army supply base at Nenana called Camp 
Nenana. It was an advanced supply depot for other stations along the Yukon River, 
 
In 1961, Clear Air Force Base was established and a road was built from the base to Nenana. For 
several years there was a ferry across the Tanana connecting the Clear road with the road to 
Fairbanks.  A bridge for automobiles was complete in 1968. The George Parks Highway, utilizing 
both of these sections of road, was built in 1971. 

 
Nenana Ice Classic. The Nenana Ice Classic is a game of chance in which players guess the month, day, 

hour and minute at which the ice will go out on the Tanana River at Nenana. Each guess costs 
$2.50 and all of the money is divided among the winner(s), after expenses. It was started in 1917 
by surveyors beginning work on the Alaska Railroad, which was to cross the Tanana just above 
its confluence with the Nenana. Since rails were laid across the ice for several winters before the 
bridge was operational, it was extremely important to have an educated idea of when break-up 
would occur. Many factors, most of which are fairly unpredictable themselves, effect ice 
thickness and the time at which it might break up. These include: temperature, depth & timing of 
snowfall, and wind. 

 
The first jackpot was $800.00. The 2014 jackpot was $363,627 divided among 25 individuals 
who had guessed the correct minute (this amounted to $10,472 each after taxes). The largest 
individual winner was Tom Watson who won $350,000 in 2012 ($252,000 after taxes). This was 
Tom’s third time winning at least a share of the jackpot. It took him 29 hours to fill out all the 
tickets he purchased [D’Oro 2012]. 



 
Tickets can be purchased in Alaska only and are available from Memorial Day through April 5. 
They are available from many Nenana businesses, including Coghill’s General Store. Players 
outside of Alaska can mail a check or money order along with their guesses to the Ice Classic 
Office. Ice Classic personnel will fill out tickets and mail photocopies to players. 
 
 Nenana Ice Classic 
 P.O. Box 272 
 Nenana, AK  99760 

 
 Maximum ice depth for the Tanana River at Nenana fluctuates greatly but is usually reached 

sometime in March and is between 40 and 50 inches (average 110 cm = 43.3 inches). The deepest 
year for which the Ice Classic website has published statistics was 58 inches recorded on March 
31, 1994. As with ice depth, breakup dates vary greatly, but generally will occur in the last week 
of April or the first week of May. 

 
Nenana River. The Nenana River starts at the Nenana Glacier on the north side of the Denali Highway 

and flows into the Yukon at the village of Nenana. It is about 140 miles long. The Nenana existed 
before the major rising of the Alaska Range occurred 6 to 5 million years ago and was able to 
preserve, roughly, it original path by eroding material at a rate equal to or greater than the speed 
at which the mountains were being built [Connor 2014]. 

 
Nenana-Totchaket Resource Area. This is a 900,000 acre area west of Nenana that is owned by the 

University of Alaska, the State of Alaska (Tanana Valley State Forest) and the Toghotthelle 
Village Corporation. Part of the area was set aside for agricultural use by the State in 1980 but no 
land sales were ever made because there is no year-round road access and no funding for the 
proposed bridge was ever earmarked. Since 2012, Toghotthele Corporation has been trying to 
develop potential oil and natural gas resources in the area. 

 
Oil. Doyon Drilling (for Doyon and Cook Inlet Regional Corp.) put in an exploratory oil well about 

10 miles west of Nenana during the summer of 2016. This well did not find commercially viable 
oil or gas, but did not completely dash hopes either. In 2018, Doyon Drilling put in another well 
in the Nenana Basin. This well (Totchaket No. 1) was located 20 miles north of Nenana and went 
down 11, 225 feet, also without finding commercial quantities of gas or oil. Since 2008 Doyon 
has spent $100 million searching for oil in the area [FDNM – Aug 26, 2018]. 

 
Reindeer. From 1922 to 1928, there was a reindeer herd in Cantwell, 21 miles south of the current park 

entrance (PHM209). These animals were driven by Yup’ik herders from Goodnews Bay on the 
Bering Sea about 1,200 miles away during the winter of 1921 and summer of 1922. They started 
off with 1,437 reindeer. Many perished along the route, which passed through the heart of Denali 
National Park; falling prey to wolves, accidents, the lure of wild caribou and stampedes. Still, the 
herd numbered around 1,600 when it arrived in Cantwell, the increase due to fawning and the 
addition of a few wild caribou which attached themselves to the herd. No viable market was ever 
developed, though, and the venture languished, the animals being left to fend for themselves after 
1928 [Walker 2009]. For a few years, the Park Service tried to eradicate feral reindeer, fearing 
that they would communicate disease to the wild caribou and negatively impact caribou genetics. 

 



Stampede Mine. Historically Alaska largest antimony producer, this mine, now located in Denali 
National Park saw a small amount of digging in 1916 when ore was sacked but not shipped. In 
1936, the property was leased by Earl Pilgrim and mined at a relatively low level until World War 
II. During the war, antimony became an important commodity and activity at Stampede Creek 
increased greatly. Between 1937 and 1951, the mine produced 3,278 tons of ore containing 1,729 
tons of antimony. Mining continued off-and-on until around 1970 [Mindat 2011]. 

 
Stampede Trail. The first known use of this route was by Earl Pilgrim in the 1930s to access his 

antimony mine on Stampede Creek, a tributary of the Toklat River. 
 

In 1961, work began on upgrading the original trail from Lignite (4 miles north of Healy) to the 
Stampede Mine. This was halted in 1963 after 50 miles of the road (but no bridges) had been 
completed. One of the men working on the road brought two busses, one of which (Fairbanks 
City Transit System Bus 142) had been equipped as temporary housing (oil drum stove and beds 
installed) and the other as a cooking facility. Both had their engines removed and were towed 
from worksite to worksite with D-8 tractors. When work stopped that first year for the winter, 
they tried to bring the busses out, but on the way an axel broke on Bus 142. They decided to leave 
it “for hunters and hikers for shelter”6 rather than go to the expense of repairing it. This bus was 
used by Chris McCandless during his ill-fated adventure and has become a hiking destination of 
some infamy. 

 
The first 5 miles of the Stampede Trail is fairly well maintained road; the next 10 is drivable with 
high-clearance vehicles. From this point, it is another 20 miles to Bus 142, a 20 miles that 
includes several river crossings, including the Teklanika. In recent years, the bus has been pretty 
thoroughly shot up and is in bad shape. 

 
Suntrana. This was the site of the original Healy coal mine about 3 ½ miles east of Healy and up Healy 

Creek across the Nenana River from the Parks Highway. The coal mine was started in 1922 and 
by 1928 was responsible for nearly half of all the coal produced in Alaska. In 1930 there were 61 
people living in Suntrana. The mine was purchased in 1961 by Emile Usibeli but shut down only 
a year later because of serious fires, presumably in the coal deposits (some of which are smoking 
to this day) [ARR 2007]. 

 
The entire town is now gone: all the old company housing, the mine and tipple complex were 
removed and the site reforested around 1983. In 2005, a few remaining structures, including 
power lines, boiler house, mechanic shop, generator shop, rails, etc. were removed at a cost of 
$253,397. This included removal and remediation of spilled PCBs used in transformers, asbestos, 
oil and lubricants and lead-based paint [Brice 2012]. 
 

Totchaket Highway. In 1984, the city of Nenana was granted a 500-foot-wide, 28-mile-long road right-
of-way west of the Nenana River. Originally, this was intended to provide access to agricultural 
lands the State planned to distribute in the same way they encouraged barley farmning in Delta, 
however, construction was not started until 2013, and the impetus was to accesses natural gas and 
oil test wells on Toghotthele Corporation land. Toghotthele Corporation, is a part of the City of 
Nenana. The first 8 miles were completed during the winter of 2013 and 11 more in 2014. Access 

                                                           
6 Hines 2011 



is via an ice bridge over the Nenana River but plans have been in the works to build a real bridge 
to allow year-round traffic. The city of Nenana was awarded a series of state grants in 2012-2013 
totaling about $9.5 million (to complement $6.5 already (allegedly) spent by the city of Nenana 
and Doyon). The project is currently bogged down due to financial mismanagement by the City 
of Nenana and administrative inability to complete required audits. As of December 2018 
millions of dollars had been spent on the road and on supplies (steel pilings and concrete girders) 
which are sitting unused on-site [FDNM – 12.2.2018]. When completed, the Totchaket Highway 
may have limited public access: It is owned by the City of Nenana [Toghotthele 2013]. 

 
 In 1987, Governor Steve Cowper submitted an application to the Federal government to locate a 

super collider laboratory in the resource area.7 
 
 In 2017-2018, Doyon Ltd. Drilled several test wells in the area but did not find significant oil  or 

gas deposits [FDNM – 12.2.2108]. 
 
Usibelli Coal Mine, Inc. This company was founded in 1943 by Emil Usibelli and incorporated in 1948. 
 

Emil Usibelli immigrated to Alaska from Italy in 1935. After working for a year at a mine near 
Palmer, Emil moved to Suntrana and began working for the Healy River Coal Company. He was 
laid off after being injured while working for Healy River Coal but remained in the area cutting 
wood for mine timbers. He was hired by the US Army during World War II to explore coal 
reserves east of Suntrana and in 1943 decided to get into coal mining himself. His first contract 
was to supply the US Army’s Ladd Air Base in Fairbanks with 10,000 tons of coal. Emil Usibelli 
was the first operator in Healy to mine using surface techniques rather than underground tunnels. 
 
In 1954, Usibelli Coal began selling to civilian utilities in the Fairbanks area. In 1961, the 
company purchased its main competitor in Healy, Suntrana Mining Company, and became the 
predominant business in the area. Ten years later, they purchased Vitro Mine and became the 
only coal producer in Healy and today (2014) Usibelli Coal Mine is the only operating coal 
producer in Alaska. 
 
Currently, Usibelli produces about 2.2 million tons of coal per year, which is sold to six interior 
electrical generation plants: Fort Wainwright, Eielson Air Force Base, Clear Air Force Station, 
Golden Valley Electric, Aurora Energy and the University of Alaska. It also sells coal to South 
Korea and Chile. 
 
Usibelli Coal has about 145 employees. 
 

Wolves. Denali National Park is famous as a place where visitors can see wild wolves in their natural 
habitat. Wolf populations are dynamic, and wolf herds are highly mobile, so it is difficult to 
describe the wolves of Denali with any lasting accuracy. The following is a snapshot of the 
Denali packs as surveyed from May 1, 2012 to April 30, 2013 – which corresponds to a 
biological wolf year. 

 
Nenana River pack 7 individuals  

                                                           
7 This was awarded to Texas, but Congress cancelled the project in 1993 [FDNM - 12.2.2108] 



Although this pack raised 4 pups on Hines Creek in the park, it spent most of the year 
outside the park boundaries between the Savage and Nenana Rivers. In September 2013 a 
hunter legally shot 4 of a reported 6 pack members. 
 

Grant Creek pack 2 individuals 
There were 15 wolves in this pack during the year prior to the survey period. The main 
breeding female was legally trapped outside the park boundaries and the secondary 
female died of unknown causes. The remaining pair denned at the Murie Den (described 
being used in 1940 & 1941 by Olaus Murie in The Wolves of McKinley Park) and 
whelped 5 pups. 
 

East Fork 9 individuals 
This was the largest pack in the eastern portion of the park during the survey year, with 
13 members seen in November. 
 

McKinley Slough 5 individuals 
A two-year-old male fitted with a tracking collar dispersed from the pack in June and 
traveled northwest to the Seward Peninsula, covering 350 miles (straight line distance) in 
less than a month. 
 

Bearpaw 6 individuals 
 

Hot Slough 4 individuals 
Declined from 9 wolves to 4 due to splitting of the pack. 
 

Hot Slough West 
Individuals from the Hot Slough pack slit off during the spring. 
 

Iron Creek East  3 individuals 
 
Iron Creek West 2 individuals 

The two Iron Creek packs represent a splitting of a larger pack the year before. 
Individuals from the McKinley Slough pack were also seen with the Iron Creek West 
pack. 
 

John Hansen 5 individuals 
This was a new pack to the park. Although its origin is not known it may have formed 
from members of the Somber and Kantishna River packs, or from other nearby packs. 
 

Somber  5 individuals 
 

In 2013, there were fewer wolves (55) in the park than in any of the past 26 years, a decline 
which the State of Alaska blames on natural causes but which others blame on predator control 
(by the state) and trapping just outside the park boundaries. 


