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PREFACE 

The thesis, dealing with the lasting character of man's 

occupation of a portion of the globe, is a contribution to the body 

of knowledge concerning settlement in the subarctic areas of the 

world. 

The study of the permanence of man's occupation of the 

Fairbanks area, Alaska, is a contribution to the general body of 

geographie knowledge concerning settlement. More particularly, the 

research herein presented adds to the inadequately explored field 

of subarctic settlement >..rhich has taken on new significance in re­

cent years. The strategie importance of the subarctic and the rapid­

ly expanding population of the world focus attention as never before 

on the region between the temperate lands and the Arctic Ocean. 

The study of the Fairbanks area utilized scholarly works in 

several fields, including professional papers, bulletins, reports 

and statistics compiled by various government agencies, articles in 

professional journals, unpublished material found in the area, state­

ments of selected individuals respected for their competence in 

respective fields, and field observations by the author. In addition, 

a wide range of publications of various types were examined in search 

of material on the area. 

This study centers on the factors which have made Fairbanks a 

lasting settlement. This, in itself, is a contribution to knowledge. 

The author is grateful to many individuals, agencies and 
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organizations that have made the study possible. In particular 

the Arctic Insti tu te of ~1Iorth America and the Carnegie Corporation 

deserve special thanks for their material support of the researct 

anè. study. Hithout their assistance the author's work would have 

been impossible. Professor J. Brian Bird provided skillful direc­

tion for the overall study as director of the author's research. 

To Professer Bird and Dr. F. Kenneth Hare of the Department of 

Geography belong much of the credit for the merit the study possess­

es. The author is indebted to them for their inspiration, encourage­

ment, and instruction during the time of study in residence. 

Dr. Kirk H. Stone of the University of lfisconsin shared his 

infectious enthusiasm for the Northern Lands and devoted many hours 

acting as a sounding boëid in addition to providing constructive 

criticism of sizable portions of the manuscript. His help and illu­

mination are highly valued. 

Dr. Ivar Skarland and the administration of the University of 

Alaska are renembered for placing their facilities at the disposal 

of the author during the course of field Hork. 

Dr. Envin Raisz kindly supplied the base map for the physical 

sub:iivisions. 

The several government agencies contacted 1.-.rere most coopera­

tive. Vct.rious offices of the Bureau of Land Hanagement in both 

Fairbanks and Anchorage extended assistance clearly above and beyond 

the call of duty. In addition, private citizens of Fairbanks, profes­

sional colleagues and others too numerous to mention added in many 
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ways to the success of the study. 

Last, but by no means least, I would like to thank my wife, 

Marilyn, for her encouragement, sympathy, sacrifice, cartographie 

skill and typing of the drafts and final copy of the thesis. 
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Ph. D. GEOGF.APHY 

Robert Leonard Nona.11an 

THE DEVELO?l-ŒNT OF SETTLS.EEHT IN THE FAIRBAHKS &'iliA, AL.\SKA 

A STUDY OF PERl'-WŒIJCE 

Factors vlhich contribute to lasting settlement in the sub­

arctic region of î·rorth America are exéilllined and analyzed in this 

study. Diversification of the economie base is conducive to pcr­

r:.a.nont settlement. A di vcrsified, efficient and Hell dcveloped 

transportation system is important. A good communications system 

including telephone, telegraph, teletype and radio links to the rest 

of the ~;rorld help hold settlement. Pleasant living conditions, P.n 

extensive selection of consumer goods and services, social orgar:i?.a­

tions and other cultural facilities aid in building pride &~d identi­

fication ..rith the area. 

Hinine, oft.P.n considered a contributor to short term settlement, 

has contributed to the lasting character of the occupation of the 

Fairbanks area. A rather full utilization of the favorable aspects 

of the physical environment has been one reason for the success of 

Iï;cirbanks. Strong persone.lities that provide leadership, and instill 

pride and loyalty in the area are an asset of great importance in 

permanence. 



CHAPTER I 

Il!TRODUCTI01~ 

The tcndency to settle is man's most characteristic pattern on 

the surface of the earth. 1 Unfortunately many spontaneous, unguided 

settlements have not long endured. A permanent settlernent is more 

desirable than a temporary one because pennanency allo-vm more effi-

cient use of governmcnt funds to provide utilities and services for 

the local population. The study of settlement becomes valuable from 

the geographer's point of view to the extent that the information 

derived from the study can be used to guide and predict the course of 

future settlement, ma.k:ing it more efficient and pennanent, and less 

costly in terms of human and natural resources. 

A number of studies have been ma.de on various f2.cets of this 

2 
tapie. Temporary settlement has long been the forte of archaeolo-

gists, anthropologists and historians. Sorne >vork has been done by 

geographers and sociologists, but their contributions have been 

1 Carl O. Sauer, "Cultural Geography," Enc;yclopedia of the 
Social Sciences, Vol. VI, (lJew York: The l·~acmillan Co., 1931), p. 
62J. 

') .__ 
Clyde F. Kahn, et. al., 11Settlement Geography," Arnerican 

Geography Inventory ~1d Prospect, edited by Preston E. James and 
Clarence F. Jones, (Syracuse, Nmv York: Syracuse University Press, 
1954), pp. 124-141. 
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sporadic and relatively fe;.r in number. 3 In the past geographers have 

directed their study of settlement primarily to determine its origin 

and function and the facilities men built when occupying the area.4 

It is the purpose in this study to isolate those factors which 

tend to insure permanent settlement and those f~ctors which tend to 

produce a temporary, transient settlement in the hope that by so do-

ing they can be used as guides in the future. 

Because of the dynamic character of society, it must be admit-

ted at the outset that these factors will not remain constant and a 

degree of variability is inherent in this undertaking. Undoubtedly 

continual research will be needed. 

To predict to what degree a given settlement will be permanent 

requires an investigation of the reasons for its beginning and a care-

ful tracing of its development to the present. There is a strong 

tendency to ass~ne a settlement will remain as long as it is large. 

This is especially true when the settlement takes on the formality 

of a city. In fact the assumption is not warranted. An examination 

of the archaeological literature dealing with the Biblical lands , 

3 The following studies serve as examples. J. W. Goldthwait, 
"A Town That Has Gone Downhill," Geographical Review, Vol. XVII, 
October 1927, pp. 527-552. 

Olen Leonard and C. P. Loomis, "Culture of a Contemporary 
Rural Cornmunity El Cerrito, New Hexico," Rural Life Studies No. 1, 
Bureau of Agricultural Economies, U. s. Department of Agriculture, 
November 1941, (Washington: Government Printing Office , 1941), 72 pp. 

4 Kohn, _o~p_._c~i~t~., pp. 136-137. 
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North Africa, Thailand, Cambodia, Central America and Western South 

America gives ample evidence that cities and settlements of consider­

able size have been strikingly short lived.5 Numerous mining, lumber-

ing, and even agricultural settlements in North America have suffered 

the same plight in modern times.
6 

It is a safe prediction that more 

will disintegrate in the future. Not all settlements which were 

originally the result of mining or lumbering enterprises have perished. 

This fact gives impetus to the belief that sorne basic elements are 

common to those settlements which have survived and lacking in those 

which have been abandoned. 

In broad terms the components which appear to be necessary for 

a permanent settlement of white people in North ~~erica today are, 

(1) a diversified economie base, (2) effective transportation and 

communication facilities, (3) organized social institutions, (4) an 

effective political system with enough power to operate and finance 

public utilities, (5) conveniences, comforts, aesthetic entertainment 

and other social pleasures which will subsequently be referred to 

simply as amenities. The degree of stability and the likelihood of 

continued occupancy are dependent upon the extent to which these 

5 Der Orient und Vorderindien, (map ) Scale 1:3,000,000,(Gotha: 
Justus Perthes, n. d. ). 

Caribbean Area, (map) Scale 1:2,200,000, (Chicago: Denoyer 
Geppert , 19 58). 

6 
Goldthwait, op. cit. 
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components are developed. This statement may seem obvious, but these 

factors are so vital to the continued existence of a settlement that 

they are not easily overemphasized. 

It must be recognized that this breakdown into categories is 

not intended to imply that each can be viewed as though existing in 

a vacuum. It is extremely important to be aware of the cause and 

effect relationship that each may bear to the other. For instance, 

increased economie diversity may cause improved transportation and 

the need for improved transportation may cause the reorganization of 

the local government structure. In this respect these breakdowns are 

somewhat artificial, but they will help to avoid confusion. 

The diversity of the economie base is probably the most impor­

tant single consideration. The wider the range of economie activities 

the more stable and secure the settlement. The reason is that a slump 

or even complete disappearance of any single activity will not cause 

the annihilation of the settlement because the others will take up 

the slack. Of course the size and value of each given enterprise is 

al so important. 

Effective transportation and communication systems are next in 

importance. Diverse types of transportation, frequent service and 

r apid s chedules all aid in r educing the irritation of lost time and 

thereby contribute to the stability and long life of the settlement. 

The various media of high speed communication are of gr eat importance 

for they also bridge the distance and time gap. For this r eason, 

r adio , telephone, telegraph, teletype, t elevision and good mail 
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service are necessary parts of an adequate communication system. 

Social and political institutions facilitate general social 

stability. \vell developed social structures are almost essential 

for enduring settlement because they provide a richer social life 

and make a given location more attractive and more binding to its 

residents. An efficient political structure helps perpetuate a 

settlement because it supplies many essential services such as public 

utilities, streets, protection for the citizen, lav-rs, justice, and 

schools. 

Settlement in the subarctic or boreal forest parts of North 

America has often been of limited duration. These short-lived settle-

ments have wasted human resources, the resources of the governments 

concerned, and have tended to discourage people who might otherwise 

migrate to and invest in these areas. 

There are abundant examples of short-lived mining communities 

in the subarctic and in other parts of the world. In Alaska examples 

of communities once important in mining and now dead as communities 

include Kennecott, McCarthy, Flat, Iditarod, Woodchopper, Nation, 

Dahl, and Chitina. In the Yukon Territory a partial list of disinte-

grated settlements would include Last Chance, Hunker, Gold Run and 

Forty Mile. In addition, communit i es connected V>Tith the mining acti-

vity, primarily on transportation routes, have also disappeared. 

Dyea, Alaska and Grouard, Alberta illustrate this point.7 The short 

7 Gorden C. Herrill, "The Human Geography of the Les ser Slave 
Lake Area of Alberta," Geographical Bulletin No. 3, 1953, pp. 37-49. 
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life of many of the northern conununities has seriously retarded the 

economie growth of the recion and the development of its resources. 

The Hriter believes that the Northern Lands have been misunder­

stood by most Anglo-1\mericans and that much of the misunderstanding 

is due to ignorance. He further believes that sorne transient settle­

ments can be avoidcd or possibly turned into abiding communities if 

the factors which are conducive to lasting settlement can be outlined 

and generally understood. The present study t..ras undertaken to add to 

the general body of knowledge of the Northern Lands and the more spe­

cifie topic of permanent settlement in subarctic regions. 

Fairbanks was selected as the focal point of the study for 

several reasons. The original economie base and attraction to the 

Fairbanks are a 'vas the placer gold deposi ts which have been long re­

garded as a fleeting foundation for settlement. The interior location 

of Fairbanks and the extreme continental climate, a set of conditions 

not overly attractive to settlement, strengthened the conviction that 

a study of ~airbanks could be most useful in the study of the prospects 

for subarctic settlement. Also, the position of Fairbanks as the 

second city in population in the territo:rJ make it a desirable abject 

of scientific investigation. 

The idea of permanent subarctic settlement is usually met with 

skepticism in our Anglo-American culture. "~fuy would anyone want to 

go there? It might be all right for a summer visit, but who would 

~orant to live there?" are more or less typical reactions noted by the 

author of people of various geographical locations, economie backgrounds, 
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and educational attainments. Because of the widespread doubts about 

settling and settlement in the boreal forest lands of Canada and 

Alaska, any successful thriving settlements of reasonable duration 

should be carefully analyzed to find the reasons for success and 

endurance. This is more apparent because of Alaskan statehood. 

It is also felt that a study of the thriving older settlements 

of Alaska may prove useful to the small but serious and often vocal 

group who cry "Let's settle Alaska," by painting out sorne of the 

factors that have been responsible for the success of other settle-

8 ments. This may be helpful to planned group settlement sponsored or 

directed by government and private agencies. 

In Fairbanks a number of economie factors have contributed to 

perpetuating the settlement. The growth and improvement of transpor-

tatien has been one significant factor. In the years since settlement 

started, the forms of transportation have become more varied, the 

costs lowered, the frequency increased and the speed of service im-

proved. These improvements have increased the number and the strength 

of ties with other parts of the world. Similarities exist in this 

respect between Fairbanks and ~rlhitehorse , Yukon Territory. White-

herse was founded as a transfer point from rail to rivèr boat. With 

improved transportation and accompanying growth, it has been able to 

attract the capital of the territory. 

8 
Kirk H. Stone , The Hatanuska Valley; Colony, Bureau of Land 

Hanagement , u. S. Dept. of the Interior, (Vlashington: Government 
Printing Office , 1950), This study is an outstanding example of the 
type needed. 
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Hining fostered the original settlement and has been an impor-

tant though a variable economie support of Fairbanks throughout its 

history. Gold mining, serving as a cushion in times of economie 

depression, has been quite important. Activities and services of the 

federal government located in the Fairbanks area have long been of 

importance. The economie contribution of the government to the sup-

port of Fairbanks has increased over the years. The effect of the 

increase in government expenditures and activities has been a strength-

ening of the basic support which in turn has strengthened the perman­

ence of the Fairbanks area.9 Traditionally agriculture is considered 

a strong factor in welding a lasting settlement. However, in the 

Fairbanks area, though agriculture has contributed sorne toward hold-

ing the community together, it has been less important than has been 

common in more favored agricultural areas. The University of Alaska 

has become a more vital asset to the area as the physical plant, 

faculty and student body grow. Tourist traffic has increased in 

importance. The improvement of the Alaska Highlvay and i ts opening 

to civilian traffic expanded the number of visiting tourists. Forestry, 

warehousing, and other factors made minor contributions to the area. 

The tangible manifestations of permanence appear in the cultural 

features of the l andscape . The study of these various manifestations 

is not new. House types are a subject of study for a small group of 

9 John \v. Alexander, 11The Basic Non-Basic Concept," Economie 
Geography, Vol. X..'ICX, No. 3, July 1954, p. 249 . 



geographers in North America and for a more numerous following in 

10 Europe. In the current study the approach is new insofar as it 

9 

analyzes these cultural features in terms of their indicia of perman-

ency. Houses are of importance for the investment they represent in 

the area. In general it may be said that the greater the investment 

in housing, the greater the attachment for an area. 

The utilities which serve the people are another indicator of 

permanence. In many towns and settlements of the Northern Lands, 

utilities are poorly developed or almost non-existent. The present 

day Anglo-American r egards running water, indoor plumbing, electricity, 

fire and police protection, and the t elephone as virtual necessities 

and is reluctant to settle in a place where they are not found. The 

existence or provision of the utilities is a basic factor i n the estab-

lishment of a permanent settlement. I n the case of Fairbanks the 

development of utilities started approximately three years after the 

founding of the settlement and have continued to gro-vr and expand up t o 

the present time . They represent a lar ge investment in the area and 

much of it would be i mpossible to move to another l ocation. The sew-

age system and sewage treat ment plant, the water system, power plant 

and electrical distri but ion l ines, sidewalks and paved streets ar e 

sorne of the more obvious examples of t his kind of an anchor to the 

10 Richard Hartshorne , The Nature of Geography, (Lancaster, 
Pa .: Association of American Geo-grapher s , 1939), pp . 229- 235. 

Kohn, op cit., p . 127. 
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site. 

Government agencies in Fairbanks and the surrounding area make 

a positive contribution toward preserving the settlement. The jointly 

operated agricultural experiment station of the United States Depart­

ment of Agriculture and the University of Alaska, the ranger station 

of the Division of Forestry, the Bureau of Land Management, the 

United States Department of the Interior, the Alaskan Geology Branch 

of the u. S. Geological Survey, the Alaska Raad Commission, the 

Administration Office of the U. S. District Courts and the Federal 

Building with its offices of various gover~ment departments are exam­

ples. The payrolls, investments of a continuing nature, and attraction 

of people from outside the immediate area for information and services 

represent a positive contribution to lasting occupancy. 

The military establishments, an important part of the federal 

government activity, were attracted to the area by the favorable 

combination of geographical location, environmental conditions, trans­

portation and amenities. The investment in Ladd Air Force Base, 

Eileson Air Force Base, Permafrost Research Experiment Station of the 

Army Corps of Engineers and the Army cold weather testing and training 

installation at nearby Bi g Delta, represent large and significant 

investments in the area . It is recognized that the basic support of 

the military may be subject to wide fluctuations due to changing 

worl d conditions and military strategy. However, the military has 

been responsible for important growth in transportation, businesses, 

multiple housing and public utilities, which in turn tend to improve 
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the prospects of continued existence. 

Good transportation plays a significant role in lasting settle­

ment. The more varied the forms of transportation, the more secure 

the settlement. Fairbanks is well served by three different modes of 

transportation. The railroad, motor truck and the airplane all render 

freight service on adequate schedules. Fairbanks serves as a trans­

portation hub for much of interior Alaska. Because of the central 

function of Fairbanks in transportation, it is also an important 

commercial center for interior Alaska. Passenger transportation is 

carried on primarily by aircraft and private motor vehicles. Sorne 

passenger traffic is also carried by the Alaska Railroad and by busses 

on the highway system. 

Reliable and varied communications are essential to permanent 

twentieth century Anglo-American settlement. Fàirbanks is well served 

by telephone, radio and television. The municipal telephone system, 

linked with the Alaska Communication System long distance telephone 

circuits, provides connections to the rest of the world. Two local 

radio stations and the two newspapers have teletype facilities which 

bring news from the various news services with world coverage . Tele­

graph lines are maintained and operated by the Alaska Communication 

System, a part of the United States Army. The local tel evision service 

supplies entertainment, news, and weather reports. Fairbanks is well 

served by high speed communication which links it with the rest of the 

world. 

The investments in substantial single family dwellings and 
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multiple unit housing create effective ties with the Fairbanks area. 

Investment in single family housing is important because it creates 

a strong tie to the area for individual families. Large investments 

in multiple dwelling units reflect the confidence of investors located 

outside the Fairbanks area in the continued existence of the city and 

the need for housing. 

Amenities are important in attracting and holding people in 

11 
North America today. Using Ullman's definition for amenities, 

"pleasant living conditions," Fairbanks compares very favorably with 

ether Northern Lands settlements. The presence of public utilities, 

surfaced streets, a well developed commercial core and shopping fac-

ilities, two theaters, two radio stations, two television stations, 

the cultural attractions of the University of Alaska, good transporta-

tian, a pleasant sunny summer climate , outdoor recreation in the form 

of riverboating, fishing and hunting, summer homes and resorts on 

nearby lakes, swimming, skiing and diversified night entertainment 

provide attractions for a wide range of tastes. Newspapers publicize 

the attractiveness. From the middle of ~eptember to the middle of 

November the papers carry accounts of many returning from work else-
12 

where in Alaska to spend the winter in the Fairbanks area . 

11 
Edward L. Ullman, "Amenities as a Factor in Regional 

Growth," Geographical Revievr, Vol. XLIV, No. 1, (Burlington, Vermont: 
Lane Press by American Geographical Society, January 1954), p. 119 . 

12 Fairbanks Daily News-Miner and J essen 's Weekly. Both carry 
numerous short news items on families and individuals r eturning f rom 
construction work, mining and even fishing to winter in Fairbanks. 
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The intangible aspects which encourage permanent settlement 

are those unique provincial qualities of the people who make any 

settlement. Attitudes towards the community with respect to private 

and public property improvements, schools, improvements in transpor-

tation, local gove~ment and the general life within the settlement 

can be determining factors. The strength, forcefulness, influence 

and abilities of the people who assume roles of authority and leader-

ship in the settlement are also significant factors in the stability 

and growth of a community. 

The following examples illustrate this point in connection 

with Fairbanks. In 11ay 1903, the first paper printed in Fairbanks 

carried a news item that "the telegraph will be operating in sixty 

days." Below this story was a statement in capital letters, "NOW 

FOR THE RAILROAD. 1113 Less than ten years later one of the contributors 

to the first paper, James 'i·!ickersham, Delegate from Alaska, introduced 

a bill in the United States Congress which led to the construction of 

the Alaska Railroad. Judge, and later Delegate, Wickersham served 

Fairbanks well. He was an influential man and his acts and services 

solidified the peoples faith in the area. He was responsible for the 

mineral claim recording office established in Fairbanks in 1903 and 

for the transfer of the Fourth Judicial Division headquarters to 

Fairbanks in 1904. It would be incorrect to say that he alone was 

l3 James \-Tickersham, Old Yukon, (Washington: vlashington Law 
Book Company, 1938), p. 216. The one page paper is reproduced in 
reduced size on this page. 
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responsible for passage of the bill authorizing the railroad, but he 

was very influential. Men of this caliber working for the development 

of an area are an intangible asset. It is virtually impossible to 

measure their effect on others and the development of the area. 

The petition to the Secretary of Agriculture for an agricultural 

experiment station by the residents of Fairbanks in 1904 expressed an 

14 intangible attitude with a tangible product. The residents of an 

Alaska boom town, barely two years old, requested a scientific research 

installation in a field secondary to the main preoccupation of the resi-

dents. This was a unique action for placer mining camps. The petition 

received prompt action and construction of the station started in 1907.
15 

Another influential man who aided the growth and development of 

Fairbanks was Alfred Hulse Brooks, the famous Alaskan geologist. As 

early as 1905, he recommended that a railroad be built to Fairbanks 

because of its central location. 16 His authoritative knowledge of 

Alaska was widely recognized and respected, and helped to bring the 

railroad to Fairbanks. 

14 
C. C. Georgeson, Report on Agricultural Investigations in 

Alaska, 1905, Office of Experiment Stations, U. S. Dept. of Agriculture, 
Bulletin No. 169, (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1906), p. 15. 

15 ------' Annual Report of Alaska Agricultural Experiment 
Stations for 1907, Of fice of Experiment Stations, U. S. Dept. of 
Agriculture, (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1908), p. 12. 

16 Alfred H. Brooks, Report on Progress of Investigations of 
Hineral Resources of Alaska in 1905, U. S. Geological Survey, U. S. 
Dept. of the Interior, Bulletin No. 284, (1-lashington: Government 
Printing Of fice , 1906 ), p. 14. 



15 

Further confirmation of a view held by the writer appeared in 

a general news article on Alaska. The unknown author of the article 

observed that residents of Fairbanks appeared to have a wider range 

of interest and a more intimate knowledge of world affairs than he 

had found elsewhere in Alaska. 17 

The great fire ••hich destroyed much of the central business 

district of Fairbanks on Hay 22, 1906 revealed important intangible 

assets. There was no increase in lumber priees at the local mills to 

profit from the greatly expanded demand for lwnber. Loans were freely 

granted to rebuild businesses, homes, and to replace equipment lest 

. th f" 18 
~n e J.re. Shortly before the fire the people of Fairbanks had 

contributed $25,000 to aid the victims of the San Francisco earthquake. 

Outside offers of aid received in Fairb~nks after the fire received 

this r eply from the mayor, Hr. B. D. Hills. "\·le are still on the pay 

streak and need no assistance."
19 

The confidence and vigor shovm in 

the wake of the fire have long been assets of the Fairbanks area. 

The people of Fairbanks have met disaster or economie reverse with 

determination, energy and hard work and have emerged with a better 

town and a more permanent attachment to the area. 

17 

18 

19 

Seattle Times , November 10, 1952 . 

Seattle Post-Intelligencer, June 19, 1906. 

Fairbanks Daily Times, May 2J, 1906. 

13 . D. Hills, "The Great Tanana, 11 Alaska Honthly Hagazine , 
Vol. III , October 1907, p. 181. 



CHAPTER II 

THE SETTING 

The Fairbanks area is located in the east central part of int­

erior Alaska. It lies on the northern margin of the Tanana River 

flood plain and includes part of the southern edge of the Yukon 

Tanana Upland (see Figure 1). 

The diversity of topography and the centrality of the interior 

location are factors of importance in the development of the area. 

The flood plain location on the navigable Chena River, a right bank 

tributa~J of the Tanana was important in early transportation develop­

ment. The flat plain was an advantage in developing overland trans­

portation linking Fairbanks to the rest of Alaska, Canada and the 

United States. The central location was desirable for the develop­

ment of an important commercial and transportation function (see 

Figure 2). The presence of low passes to the southwest, south, 

southeast, northeast, and west have made it possible to build a 

surface transportation system with Fairbanks as the focal point. 

The pass to the southwest through the high and rugged Alaska Range 

is Broad Pass, elevation 2,363 feet. The pass is used by the Alaska 

Railroad vlhich links Fairbanks with hm tidewater ports on the Kenai 

Peninsula, vlhittier and Se>vard. South of Fairbanks lies Isabell Pass, 

3310 feet, the route of the Richardson Highway into the Copper River 

Basin. The Richardson Highway runs from the port of Valdez on Prince 

William Sound to Fairbanks. The Glenn Highway, the route to the 
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FIGURE 1 

Scale: 1 inch to approximately 50 miles. 
Base map: "Landform Hap of Alaska," by E~rin Raisz. Used through the 
courtesy of Erwin Raisz. 
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Hatanuska Valley and the Kenai Peninsula, joins the Richardson High-

way on the Copper River Basin. The low divide between the upper 

Tanana River and the White River in Yukon Territory is occupied by 

the Alaska Highway which is used for motor vehicle transportation 

from Canada and the United States to Fairbanks. Northeast of Fair-

banks vehicle traffic crosses Eagle Swmnit, elevation 3,880 feet, 

on the Steese Highway to Circle City. \·lest of Fairbanks the Tanana 

and Yukon rivers provide a navigable I.Yaterway to the Bering Sea. The 

central location has become a transportation focus by developing the 

pass routes. 

The flat valley floor also has been utilized for airport 

construction. The level character of the surface plus the extensive 

alluvial deposits of sand and gravel have reduced the problems of 

runway construction and airport operation. In addition to the advan-

tageous topography, the climate of the area is favorable for aircraft 

operation as well as pleasant living in interior Alaska. 

The lower slopes of the Yukon Tanana Upland adjacent to the 

Tanana flood plain are important agricultural sites. The air drain-

age from these locations extends the len~th of the frost free season 

as much as ten to fifteen days, an important agricultural consider­

ation in high latitude locations. 1 

The interior position of Fairbanks, distant from the coasts of 

the Pacifie Ocean, Bering Sea and Arctic Ocean, has been a desirable 

1 
E. \hllard ~-filler, "Ae:ricultnr!'ll Developments in Interior 

Alaska," Scientific llonthly, Vol." I.Jëan, 1951. p. 245. 
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one from the standpoint of military strategy. The area has attracted 

air bases for both defense and offense. 

The Fairbanks area is located in the physiographic province 

of the Yukon Plateau which covers most of the central interior portion 

2 
of Alaska. The Fairbanks area occupies part of the Tanana Lowland 

and the Yukon Tanana Upland, important subsections of the Yukon Plat-

eau (see Figure 2, page 18). 

The Yukon and Tanana Lowlands, broad level flood plains, are 

important physical subdivisions of the Y~~on Plateau carved by the 

two major streams. This alluvium formation is quite young, dating 

from the Pleistocene to the present time (see Table I). Large quan-

tities of water transported materials were deposited in these areas 

during the late Pleistocene. Alluvium in depths exceeding three 

hundred feet have been recorded near Fairbanks. 3 The great depth 

of this material in the lowland was due to the huge quantities of 

rock, gravel, sand, silt and clay that were supplied to the left 

bank tributaries of the Tanana River through glacial action in the 

Alaska Range. This silty alluvial soil and the flat topography of 

the flood plain are agricultural assets and the low elevation of the 

surface, four to five hundred feet above sea level, and the sheltered 

interior location are desirable conditions for forest growth. 

2 Wallace vl. Atwood, The Ph sio ra hic Provinces of 1~orth 
America, (New York: Ginn and Co., 1940 , p. 1H8. 

3 Alfred n:. Brooks, Hineral Resources of Alaska Report on 
Progress of Investigations in 1907. Geological Survey, U. S. Dept. 
of the Interior, Bulletin No. 345, (\·lashingtcn: Government Printing 
Office, 1908), p. 41. 
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TABLE I 

GEOLOGICAL Tll1ETABLE 

Pleistocene 
Cenozoic Cenozoic epoch 

1,000,000 BC 
Pliocene epoch 

Er a Period 
Miocene epoch 

Ogliocene epocr 

Eocene epoch 

Paleocene epocr 
70,000,000 BC 

Mesozoic Cretaceous 
Period 

Phanerozoic Eon 
Jurassic Perioci 

Er a 
Triassic Perioc 170,000,000 BC 

Pennian Period 200,000,000 BC 

Pennsylvanian 
Period 

Carboniferous 
Paleozoic Hississipian 

Period 

Er a Devonian Period 260,000,000 I3C 

Silurian Period 

Ordovician Jso,ooo,ooo Be 
Period 

400,000,000 BC 
Cambrian Period 

1-------
500,000,000 BC 

·L..._, 

Late Pre-C. Cryptozoic Proterozoic 

Eon 
Pre-Cambr an Er as 

Early Pre-C. R,ooo,ooo,ooo BC 
1 ~rcheozoic 

-
Source: Carl O. Dunbar, Historical Geology, (New York: John vliley and 
Sons Inc., 1949), 573 PP• 
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Closely related ta the alluvial deposits of the Pleistocene 

era are the loessal silt deposits on the Upland surface. The major 

part of the Upland is blanketed with these deposits which have varied 

4 in depth from a few feet to more than one hundred feet. The loessal 

silt is considered important in the agriculture of the area. On the 

other hand, from the standpoint of placer gold mining, this deep 

alluvium is a valueless overburden. 

The Yukon Tanana Upland is another physical subdivision of the 

Yukon Plateau which stretches to the north and east of Fairbanks. 

The western boundary is the Yukon River in the Rampart section and it 

extends eastward into the Yukon Territory to the ~fuite River. The 

northern and southern boundaries are the lowlands of the Yukon and 

Tanana rivers, respectively. The extensive surface of the upland 

is highly dissected by V-shaped valleys eut by the many small streams 

of the area during the long period it has been above sea level. The 

ridge crests, ranging in elevation from 1200 feet near Fairbanks to 

3000 feet in the eastern part of the Upland, form a remarkably uniform 

surface which may be an old erosion surface. 5 Extending above the 

general level of the ridge are isolated buttes or hills and mountain 

4 
Troy L. Péwé, Effect of Permafrost on Cultivated Fields, 

Fairbanks Area, Alaska, U. S. Geological Survey, U. S. Dept. of the 
Interior, Bulletin 989-F, (Washington: Government Printing Office, · 
1954), p. 322. 

5 J. B. Mertie, Jr., Yukon Tanana Region Alaska, U. S. 
Geological Survey, U. S. Dept. of the Interior, Bulletin No. 872, 
(Washington: Government Printing Office, 1937), p. 31. 
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groups. These have been formed through igneous intrusions and local-

6 ized uplifts of the plateau surface. 

Much variety is found in the rock of the area. The major rock 

of the Upland is the Birch Creek Schist. This rock is very old, 

belonging to the pre-C~~brian era (see Table I, page 21) and has been 

greatly altered through heat and pressure over the succeeding years.
7 

The Birch Creek Schist, dominantly a quartz mica schist, has been 

intruded by igneous rocks during several different geological eras.
8 

Because of the economie value of the metals, gold, antimony and 

tungsten, which are associated with the intrusive rocks, they are 

the most important rocks of the area from the standpoint of utiliza-

tion by man. The igneous rocks which were formed during several 

different geological periods are of economie importance. The placer 

gold has been derived fro~ the weathering of intrusive rocks and the 

concentration of the gold in streaks on the bedrock floors of the 

stream valleys. 

The physiographic history of the area is complex and has not 

yet been f ully deciphered. Sorne headwater sections of the streams 

6 
Ibid., p. 24. 

7 J. Thomas Dutro Jr. and Thomas G. Payne , "Geologie Hap of 
Alaska, 11 Scale 1: 2, 500,000, U. S. Geological Survey, U. S. Dept. of 
the Interior, (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1957). 

8 
1. H. Prindle and F. J. Katz, "The Fairbanks Gold Placer 

Region," Mineral Resources of Alaska Report on Progress of Investi­
ations in 1 08 U. S. Dept. of the Interior, Bulletin No. 379, 

Jashi ngton : Government Printing Office , 1909), p . 186. 
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draining the upland have eroded narrow sharp V-shaped valleys, 

others have open valleys much broader than required by the streams 

that now occupy them and sorne flow across aggraded headwater plains.9 

Variety also exists in the lm,rer parts of the streams. Some of the 

streams, the Chena River for example, flow in broad aggraded valleys 

in their lower courses while others, such as Goldstream Creek, flow 

in narrm-v valleys in their lower courses. 

The Fairbanks area, because of its interior location, has a 

decidedly continental climate. 10 The marked variations in seasonal 

temperatures bear a close relation to variations in solar heat and 

show the strong influence of the land. Average monthly temperature 

varies from -9.8° Fahrenheit in January to 60.0° Fahrenheit in July.
11 

(See Table II). Record extreme temperatures also show the wide var-

iation expected in an area of continental climate. The record high 

0 temperature of 93 Fahrenheit in July 1955 is a surprise to many 

people unfamiliar with t he area. The record low is -66° Fahrenheit 

recorded in January 1934. 12 The range between extreme temperatures 

is 159°. The growing season, the period between the last spring 

date with a temperature reading below 32° Fahrenheit averages one 

9 Hertie , op. cit., p. 23. 

10 U. S., Department of Commerce, Local Climatological Data 
~W1~·~t~h~C~om~a~r~a~t~i~v~e~D~a~t~a~1~~ Weather Bureau, (Asheville, N. c. : Nat­
iona l Records Center, 1956 , p. 1. 

l1 Ibid., p. 3 . 

12 
Ibid., p. 4. 



TABLE II 

CLll:IATI C DATA FOR SELECTED STATIONS 

-:.=-"8"":~~ 
--- - - _ ... ,..._ ... -- ......... - ----- - --- -- -- - --- -- - - - ... - -- - - ----

!Fairbanks Av. Temp. -9 •. -3.1 9.0 28.9 47.4 59.) 60.9 55.6 44.6 27.5 3. 1 -9.T 
Int' l. Air- '~--· .51:$ .29 .74 1.37 1.92 2.26 1.21 . 92 --:b) .50 :Av. Pree. .')') .51 

J Feb ~.f A H J Jul A C'--t. Oct p D 

·--[port. 
IPalmer,Alaska Av. Temp. 1}._4 20.9 25.3 36.0 46.9 54.3 55.1 147:8 3~6.0 22.0 -- -1).8 35~ 

[Av. Pree. 1.24 .Q_O .59 .3_5 .52 1.59 2.20 3.24 2.90 1.50 .83 · ~ 
!Dawson, ~. IAv. Temp. -19.0 11.5 5.4 28.9 46.5 56.9 59.8 54.5 42.9 26.4 1.9 -13.0 i 

Av. Pree. .86 .ffl__ .5_§_ ·~46_ .99_ 1.25 5~:~ __J.!.?J 1.41 1.16 1.11 t:W 1 
~itehorse U lA,v. Tenm_. t5__.6 6.8 21.5 32.4 45.8 54.1 5)~.5 45.8 35.2 16.0 
IAirport Av. Pree. .53 .4:_§_ ._§_§_ .42 .60 1.06 1.63- .. 1.60 1.42 ·~77_ .2_7 .70 
!Fort Yukon, IAv. Temp. -19.0 16.0 1. 7 21.7 43.8 58.8 61.6 54.9 41.4 21.3 3,7 -18. 0 
IA_laska Av. Pree. .38 .34 .28 .17 .32 ~ . 96 1.28 . 81 .57 . 41 . 29_ 
Fort Smith, IAv. Temp. -14.0 -9.3 4.2 26.6 44.6 55.4 60 . 8 56.7 45.3 31.6 10.5 -8. 1 
1\.irport,N.W.T. 'A._v. Pree. ._§_1 ~58 .58 --;;: .49 . 95 1.51 2.03 1 .~- 1.57 1. 01 . 87 0 ~1.._ 
Grand Prairie Av. Temp. 9.3 6.7 20.3- 50 .3 56.4 _60.8 r-,13"'.:"b- 49. 1 40.9 .l'0._4 8. 21.1 8.8 
iAirport ,Alta. Av. Pree. 1.~ 1.50 .78 .79 1.43 2.26 1.94 1.b0 1.39 .si 1. 10 -1 . 08 
Fdmonton,Alta Av. Tenœ. 2_.9 11:~ 23~.2 40.2 51.2 57.7 61.6 _.?9.3 50.2 40.9 24.7 -~ 13. 1 
A.irport Av. Pree. .86 . 6 .zJL .92 1. 85 3.19 - 3~3.5 ~-J2 1.31_ a . 82 .85 
lfmchorage, Av. Temp . 13.0 18.6 24.8 ]5.~ _45.7 _23.~7_ 51.3 55._§_ 48.0 Jj • - 2 2-.J 13_~ 
!Alaska Av. Pree. . 76 . 60 .60 .1}0 .51 .15 1.55 2.56 2.71 1.87 1. 00 . 84 
Sitka, Alaska Av. Temp. 33 .3 31}.5 j-6 ._§__ 41 .0 4_§_. z-=- 52.2 55.1 . 56. 2 52.4 46.1 39. 1~ 34.4 

Av. Pree. 8. 69 6.6?_._7 .38 5.51 5.50 3. 24 4.88 7.18 11.95 14.70 11.86 9.50 

Sources: Canada Department of Transport, r·fonthly Weather Record (Honthly Statistical Series ) 1951_, Heteoro­
logical Division, Toronto: 1952. 

U. S. Department of Commerce, Local Climat2}-C?gical Data wi t h Comparati_y~ Data 12.2.2 , \·leather Bureau, 
(Asheville , Horth Carolina : National Records Center,. 195b). 

Note: Temperatures are in degrees Fahrenheit; Precipitation in inches. 
N 
V\ 
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hundred days, (see Table III). The growing season compares favorably 

with other northern locations, although the relatively short growing 

season of one hundred days restricts the variety of crops which can 

be grown in the subarctic environment. Comparing the monthly temper-

atures of Fairbanks with other subarctic stations of the interior and 

some on the southern fringe of the subarctic, it is apparent that the 

major temperature difference is the lower average readings for the 

winter months, (see Table II, page 25). Precipitation differences 

are small in the interior part of Northwestern North America to 

points as far south as Peace River country, (see Table II, page 25). 

The amount of rainfall is generally adequate for crop production. 

However, occasional droughts do curtail yields and if they occur in 

the early part of the growing season may lead to crop failures be­

cause of l ate germination of the plants. 13 Risks are increased in 

agriculture because of the variability of precipitation and growing 

season but the high priees for farm products tend to offset the 

hazards. Once a f armer has accumulated or can obtain capital suf-

f icient to carry him over a bad year, agriculture can be carried on 

with reasonable security. 

The climatic implications for settlement are important. Be-

cause of the wide r ange in temperature, housing, utilities , and trans-

portation facilities must be designed to function at bath extremes. 

13 C. C. Georgeson, Annual Report Alaska Agricul tural Exper­
iment Stations for 1913 , Office of Experiment Stations , u. S. Dept . 
of Agriculture, (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1914), p. 14. 
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TABLE III 

FROST FREE PERIOD, SELECTED STATIONS 

Station Number of Days 

Fairbanks, Alaska 

Palmer, Alaska 

Dawson, Yukon Territory 

Matanuska, Alaska 

Hayo, Yukon Terri tory 

Big Delta, Alaska 

Fort Vermillion, Alberta 

Homer, Alaska 

Watson ~ake, Yukon Territory 

Kenai , Alaska 

Fort Nelson, British Columbia 

Kasilof, Alaska 

Fort St. John, British Columbia 

Anchorage , Alaska 

100 

100 

79 

105 

68 

100 

87 

107 

62 

72 

103 

91 

108 

113 

Sources: Unpublished records, Weather Bureau Office , Anchorage 
Alaska, 1956. 

Lenore Helda , Agriculture in Alaska, Joint Publicat ion: Depart- . 
ment of Agriculture, Territory of Alaska, Circular Ho. 1 (revised). 
Agricultural Experiment Station, University of Alaska, Bulletin No. 
22 , September 1956. 

A. Leahey , Report on A Sail Survey Along the Alaska ~lilitary 
Highway and the Yukon River System, Experimental Farms Service , 
Pr el i minary Report, Ot t awa , 1943. 
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The wardrobe of the individual must also meet the great seasonal 

changes in temperature. The necessary adaptations to cope with the 

temperature changes make the costs of housing, utilities, transporta-

tion and clothing higher than in less rigorous climatic locations. 

The vegetation of the Fairbanks area is part of the taiga or 

northern boreal forest dominated by needle leaf evergreen trees. 14 

White spruce (Picea glauca) tends to dominate in well drained areas 

and is the most valuable tree of the area for lumber and commercial 

exploitation. Black spruce (Picea mariana) is the most common tree 

of the poorly drained areas. Forest fires, still a serious problem 

throughout interior Alaska, have the effect of destroying existing 

stands of timber and altering the composition of the forest re­

established on the site. 15 The usual forest vegetation which follows 

a severe fire in the Fairbanks area and the interior consists of paper 

birch (Betula pa:eyrifera var.) , quaking aspen (Populus tremuloides), 

and sorne white spruce on the better drained sites. On poorly drained 

sites the black spruce usually succeeds itself following even very 

severe fires. 16 Another tree commonly seen in the lowlands is the 

larch or tamarack (Larix laricina). 

The undercover of vegetation varies considerably with the site 

14 A. W. KÜchler, "Natural Vegetation," (map) Goode's World 
Atlas, Tenth Edition, edited by Edward R. Espenshade Jr., (Chicago: 
Rand McNally and Co., 1957), p. 16-17. 

15 H. J. Lutz , Ecological Effects of Forest Fires in Interior 
Alaska, For est Service , U. S. Department of Agriculture, Technical 
Bulletin No. 1133, (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1956), p. 90. 

16 Ibid., p. 90. 
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conditions. On south facing slopes which are well drained and have 

a low permafrost table, common plants include high bush cranberry 

(Viburnum pauciflorum), low bush cranberry (Vaccinium vitus-idaea), 

twin berry (Linnaea borealis var. Americana), bear berry, (ArctostaEhY­

los uva-ursi), dwarf dogwood (Cornus canadensis), bluejoint (Calama-

gratis canadensis), horsetail (Equisetum arvense), fireweed (Epilobium 

angustifoliu.m), and sandwort (Arenaria) as conunon members of the plant 

. t• 17 assoc1a 1on. The ground cover of the lowlands in the area includes 

laborador tea (Ledum palustre spp. groenlandicum), dwarf willow (Salix 

sp.), sphagnum moss (Spagnum sp.), caribou-moss lichen (Cladonia spp.), 

dwarf birch (Betula nana), blueberry (Vaccinium uliginosum), wild 

rose (Rose acicularis), as well as other shrubs and plants. The 

berries of the understory are of minor local importance in adding 

diversity to the diet through jellies, jams and sauces made from 

them. Black spruce and sphagnum moss usually indicate the presence 

of permafrost within approximately two feet of the surface. 

Permafrost, which is perennially frozen ground, is a very 

common phenomenon in the Arctic and covers extensive areas of the 

subarctic. In the Arctic zone, where permafrost underlies virtually 

all of the land surface, depths of one thousand feet and more have 

been recorded. In the subarcti c the depth of permafrost is usually 

17 Field identification was largely through assistance extend­
ed to the author by N. Talmadge Nelson, Range Specialist, Bureau of 
Land Management, Anchorage, Alaska. However, the au thor assumes all 
r esponsibility f or any errors or omissions . 
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less and unfrozen areas are more connan. The Fairbanks area is 

included in the latter classification. Permafrost is generally 

absent on the hilltops and the moderate to s t eep south-facing slopes 

18 
of the area. Permanently frozen ground is found on the north-

facing slopes and over most of the floodplain. The great est depth 

of pennafrost in the Fairbanks area, that is,tHo hundr ed sixty-five 

feet , was r ecorcled on the floodplain at :aile 11 f r oM Fairbanks on 
1() 

the Richardson I-Iighvray. ~ / 

Knm.-ledge of the exact location and character of permafrost 

is vital to s uccessful settlement. An example of t he importance of 

this info nnation is fo und in the central business district of Fair-

banks. The area is underlaid by a wedge of pennafrost vrhich is 

thickest in the western part and t apers out into unfrozen ground i n 

the eastern part, east of the main north-south str eet. The large 

multi-story buildings are built in the area of unfrozen ground where 

the serious construction probl ems associated vii th permafr ost ar e 

absent . These problems includc gener al and differ ential settling of 

foundations and the provision and maintenance of water and sanitary 

lines. A good discussion of these and other problems is included in 
20 

the work by Huller . 

18 " , Pewe , oo . cit., p . 325 . 

Ibid. 

20 S. \v. rlullcr , Permafrost or Permanently Frozen Ground and 
Rel ated Eng~~ring Froblems , Strat egie EngineerinG Study 62 , Corps 
of Engineers , U. S. Am.;y , (Hashincton: Governnent ?rinting Office , 
191~5 )' p . 2J1. 



31 

Knowledge of the distribution and character of permafrost is 

of vital concern in agriculture. Differentiai settling of land under-

laid by clear ice lenses in the permafrost has forced the ab2~donment 

21 
of sorne cropland in the Fairbanks area. If these areas could be 

located in advance of settlcment, of investment in buildings, and of 

land clearing, the pennémence of settlement could be increased. The 

value of permafrost in subterranean irrigation of crops has been 

. f db . . h 22 1n erre y var1ous au~ ors. It seems that in many localities this 

would be of only temporars value because the permafrost frequently 

retreats to depths beyond the reach of plant roots. At present, 

there is no kno~~ research on this aspect of the relation of ocrma-

frost to agriculture. If the value of permafrost in supplying water 

to grm,"':Lng crops could be proven, attention shoulr:l be gi ven to 2.gri-

cultural techniques vrhich would maint.J.in the level of permafrost at 

an optimum depth. 

Permafrost has been important in the various phases of gold 

mining ac ti vity in the Fairbanks are a. In the prospecting phase, i t 

has been important because of the increased expense and difficulty 

incurred in reaching bedrock i,rhere placer gold might have be en found. 

Once gold was located and exploitation started by shaft and tunnel, 

21 Péwé, op. cit., p. JJJ. 
22 Ibid., p. J2J. 

C. C. Georgeson, Annual Report of the Alaska Agricultural 
Experiment Stations, 1919, Office of Experiment Stations, States 
Relation Service, U. S. Department of Ag ri cul ture, (~·Jashington: 
Government Printing Office, 1920), p. 14. 
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the permafrost became a valuable ally. The frozen alluvium eliminat-

ed the need for extensive timbering and also kept the workings dry. 

Indeed, some rich gold bearing areas of "live ground," that is, 

unfrozen material, were abandoned because the water could not be 

controlled. In the dredging phase permafrost became an item increas-

ing the cost of mining because it had to be thawed before working 

the ground. Several years and considerable expense were involved in 

removing permafrost from placer gold areas in preparation for dredging. 

The presence of permafrost creates problems in the construction 

of transportation facilities. The permafrost must be eliminated or 

protected to give a stable raad bed foundation for railroads and 

highways or runways for aircraft. 

Understanding and adjusting to permafrost conditions is essen-

tial to permanent settlement. The foregoing discussion indicates the 

need for increased knowledge of the character and distribution of 

permafrost in the Fairbanks area in order to make settlement less 

costly and more permanent and productive. This applies ta all areas 

of northern settlement where permafrost is present. 

Soils of the Fairbanks area are as fertile as those found in 

many productive areas of the United States and southern Canada. 23 

The major limitations on the productivity of the soils are the short 

23 Neil Michaelson, ExploratorY Physical Studies of the 
Fairbanks Chatanika Sail Series, Tanana Valley, Alaska. Alaska 
Agricultural Experiment Station, U. s. Department of Agriculture, 
Technical Paper No. 15, (Palmer, Alaska: February 15, 1952), p. 1. 
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growing season and the moisture deficiency during the early months 

of that brief season. For best yields from the soils it is desir-

able to add commercial fertilizers to increase the nitrogen and 

phosphorous content. Forage production may be increased from 400 to 

600 percent by the addition of fertilizer containing these elements. 24 

The exact amounts as well as other essential elements for good crop 

growth depend on the results of soil analysis for individual fields. 

The high costs of labor and machinery in northern agriculture make 

it imperative to obtain maximum yields. 

The soils of the Fairbanks area belong in general to the 

Subarctic Brown Forest soils, which are classified as an intrazonal 

group merging with the Tundra and Podsol soil groups but have distinct 

profile characteristics. 25 The most distinctive member of the Sub­

arctic Brown Forest group is the Fairbanks series. 26 It is one of 

the most important agricul tural soils of the are a. The parent mater-

ial is loess, a wind-blown material most of which was deposited in 

the area during the last great ice age. The Fairbanks series is 

the well-drained member of a soil catena~7 which includes the thin 

lithosol of the Gilmore series as the upper member occupying the 

24 Charles E. Kellogg and Iver J. Nygard, Exploratory Study 
of the Principal Soil Groups of Alaska Agriculture, U. S. Department 
of Agriculture, No. 7 (mimeographed). 

25 Ibid., p. 58. 

26 Michaelson, op. cit., p. 3. 
27 

A group of soils developed on similar parent mate rial wi th 
differing profile characteristics due to variations in relief and drain­
age. From the Latin for chain. 
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steep slopes and ridge tops and the Chatanika-Salcha series as the 

lower member in the lower, poorly drained areas. 28 The Fairbanks 

series is the dominant sail of the south-facing 11benchlands 11 or 

middle, gentle slopes of the area near Fairbanks. These south-facing 

slopes form one of the most important areas for agricultural develop­

ment. The slope and orientation of the land provides good water drain­

age and early warming of the sail makes it possible to cultivate and 

plant the soils of the Fairbanks series as much as two weeks ahead of 

the soils of the flood plain. Another advantage of the soils of 

gentle slopes is good air drainage which sometimes provides an addi-

tional ten or fifteen days of growing season after flood plain sites 

have been frosted. 29 Due to the well-drained character and their 

topographie position on sloping land, there is an earlier onset of 

drought conditions in dry years. The slope factor increases the sus-

ceptability to water erosion and demands careful and skillful manage-

ment to prevent serious sail lasses. The Fairbanks series is one of 

the most valuable agricultural soils of the region in spite of the 

early onset of moisture deficiency in dry years. 

The Gilmore soils are of little agricultural importance. 

The thin mantle of weathered material underlaid by bedrock and the 

steep slope of this sail series precludes agricultural use. 

The Chatinika-Salcha series occupies the lower south-facing 

28 Michaelson, op. cit., p. 4. 

29 Miller, op. cit.; p. 245. 
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slopes transitional to the alluvial soils of the floodplain. Ferma-

frost underlies much of the uncleared areas of this soil series and 

together with a lack of structural porosity impedes drainage.3° 

Higher organic content, lmv-er soil temperatur es and a dominance of 

gray colors in the profile distinguish t he Chatanika-Salcha soils 

from the Fairbanks series. Improvement in the agricultural value of 

the Chatanika-Salcha series is usually noted as the length of time 

and area under cultivation increases. The level of permafrost begins 

to recede follo~Qng clearing and after five to ten years the perma-

frost has little effect on sail t emperatures and drainage. The 

possibility that the land may be underlaid by ground ice is a threat 

to successful agricultural use. The melt of the ice develops a 

hummocky surface and often forces agricultural ablli1do~~ent of the 

land.Jl Increases in the cleared acreages of Chatanika-Salcha series 

reduces the problem of "frost pockets" or isolated cleared fields 

surrounded by forest . The large cleared areas improve air drainage 

. 32 
and lengthen the growing season. 

The alluvial soils of the f loodplain are azonal soils, that 

is, little differ ence exists beh1een the soils in which plants grmv 

and the alluvial ma t eri al. The 2zonal candi tian is due to the 

JO 

31 
f.:lichaelson, op. cit., p. 4. 

Pe~ve , op. cit. , p. J4J . 

32 Observation expr essed in personal conversation 1-Ji th the 
author by John E. Osguthorpe , Superintendent , Fairbanks Experiment 
Station, July 1952. 
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youthfulness of the alluviWTI, insufficient time has elapsed since 

the soils were deposited to permit the forr.1ation of true profile 

characteristics. AlluviWTI is 1fidely recognizcd as a highly desir-

able agricultural sail due to general dominance of silt sized part-

icles, the "newness" of the sail, which means that leaching of valu-

able plant nutrients is minimal, and also that water is relatively easy 

to obtain because of the close r elationship 1-ri th streams. JJ Handicaps 

in the utilization of the alluvial sail of the Fairbanks area are the 

presence of pennafrost below most of the uncleared land and the shorter 

frost-free season due to cold air drainage from the adjacent hills. 

The latter is the most serious because of the short growing season 

of the area. Sorne relief can be achieved by the use of overhead 

sprinkler irrigation although the costs for an adequate system might 

prove prohibitive. Expansion of cultivation is taking place on the 

alluvial soils of the floodplain particularly along the Badger Road 

and in the area between Fairbanks and the Tanana River. 

The physical setting of the Fairbanks area has been well util-

ized by the residents. They have taken advantage of the centrality of 

the location and the local topography and have developed a transporta-

tian and distribution center. Agriculture has successfully adjusted to 

the short growing season and frozen subsoil conditions which are 

JJ A few examples of important areas of alluvial sail include 
the Fraser River Lowland in British Colurnbia, the !Jile Valley and 
Del ta in Egypt, the Ganges Valley in India and the Hississippi Valley 
in the United Stat es . 
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common in subarctic areas. The problem of low winter temperatures 

has been overcome to the point where winter comfort levels are 

comparable with cities in Canada and the northern United States. 

Successful adaptation to the natural or physical environment and 

exploitation of the favorable aspects have contributed to the 

growth and permanence of settlement in the Fairbanks area. 



CHAPTER III 

TRANSPORTATION - PACE SETTER 

FOR DEVELOPNENT OF THE FAIRBANKS AREA 

Introduction. Transportation has been a major factor in the 

development of Fairbanks and its environs. Improvement in transport 

has been followed by changes in the economy, a broadening of the 

economie base, greater investment in the area and hence greater perm­

anence. River beats carried the majority of the goods and people 

following the discovery of gold and the founding of Fairbanks. A 

local railroad was built in the first few years of settlement which 

improved and lowered local transportation costs. The completion of 

the Alaska Railroad in 1923 provided cheaper, more dependable, year­

around transportation and made possible the large scale mining devel­

opments. In the late 1920 's Fairbanks became the aviation center for 

the interior. The deve1opment of air transportat i on helped to speed 

and lessen the cost of movement to isolated areas of mining activity 

and helped to expand the hinterland of Fairbanks. 

In 1942 ferrying airplanes to Russia brought about changes in 

the transportation system and overall structure of the economie life 

of Fairbanks. Ferrying t he planes led to the construction of a 

major base for servicing planes, to instructing the Russian pilots, 

and to ether activities required prior to transferring the ships to 

Russia . The Alaska Highway , the overland linJ.: for Fairbanks and 

Alaska with Canada and the United States, was built to supply the 
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ferry route fields and supplement other forms of military transpor-

to Alaska. Following the war there was a general overall improvement 

in the transportation to the Fairbanks area. 

Adequate and varied transportation has been a factor in the 

expansion of the size, importance and permanence of subarctic settle-

ments other than Fairbanks. Two important Canadian examples have 

been Whitehorse, Yukon Territory and Churchill, Hanitoba. Whitehorse 

was served by rail, riverboat and air in the period prior to Pearl 

Harbor. 1 The railroad was particularly important in moving supplies 

to the center section of the Alaska Highway during the construction 

period. The focus of rail, highway, river and air transportation at 

this point has been important in holding the Royal Canadian Air Force 

Base and attracting the government of the Territory. Whitehorse 

serves as transfer point for goods from rail to river and truck trans-

port. It is the major transportation and distribution center for 

the Yukon Territory. 2 Churchill was served by rail and ocean trans-

portation. The availability of good transportation to bring in con-

struction materials, heavy military equipment, fuel, food and other 

necessary supplies appears to have been an important factor in the 

choice of Churchill for the establishment of a large airfield in 1942. 

1 Merle Colby, Alaska, (New York: Macmillan Co., 1939), Pp. 
lvii, ix, lx, lxi. 

2 Gerald F. Ridge, "General Princip les for the Planning of 
Sub-Arctic Settlements," uppublished Ph.D. dissertation, McGill 
University, Montreal, Quebec, 1953, p. 304. 
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The varied transportation service and physical environment have been 

of importance in the establishment of the Joint Services Arctic Test-

ing and Experimental Station in 1946. 

Anchorage, Alaska has a somewhat similar background. Anchorage 

started as a railroad construction center at the head of navigation 

on Cook Inlet. The rail transportation, access to water transportation 

and the established character of the settlement have been important 

in its growth and expansion. 

Primitive Transportation of the Pre-White Settlement Period. 

The Tanana Valley and the Fairbanks region were quite isolated. and 

visited very infrequently until the beginning of the twentieth cen-

tury. One of the earliest recorded visits to the area was made by 

a military expedition under the command of Lieutenant Henry T. Allen, 

United States Army, in the summer of 1885.3 One of the first reli-

able maps of the Tanana Valley was produced by Lieutenant Allen. 

Because of a shortage of food, his expedition moved rapidly through 

the area and missed the mouth of Chena Slough. Later expeditions 

also suffered food shortages which retarded exploration and close exam-

ination of the Tanana Valley. 

Alfred H. Brooks, the patriarch of Alaskan geologists, descend-

ed the Tanana River with a United States Geological Survey party dur-

ing the summ.er of 1898. A more detailed map of the Tanana Valley 

J Henry T. Allen , An Expedition to the Copper, Tanana, and 
Koyukuk Rivers in 1885, 49th Congress, 2d. session, Ex. Document 125, 
Senate Document 2449, map in pocket. 
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was prepared by this group.4 Later the same year a military expe­

dition also descended the Tanana.5 At the mouth of Chena Slough 

they found the fishing camp of an old Indian chief which is the first 

known record of settlement in the near vicinity of Fairbanks. 

Traveling or working in this area was extremely difficult in 

the d~s before white settlement as sorne of the previous references 

have indicated. The few trails of the area were of lirnited useful-

ness during the warm months because of widespread boggy conditions. 

Because of the poor conditions of the trails, pack horses were of 

lirnited value in bringing in supplies during the prospecting season. 

The Tanana River and many of its tributaries were dangerous and dif-

ficult for small boat travel. Rapids, swift currents, log jams, 

sweepers, 6 and the cold, silt laden waters were some of the hazards 

for boat and raft travel.7 The region lacked a source of supplies 

and poor transportation routes which linked the Tanana valley 

4 A. H. Brooks, "A Reconnaissance in the Tanana and White 
River Basins, Alaska, in 1898, 11 Twentieth Annual Report of the U. S. 
Geological Survey, Part ?, Geological Survey, U. S. Department of the 
Intèrior, (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1900), map facing 
p. 444. 

5 Lieutenant J. C. Castner, Narratives of Explorations in 
Alaska, Senate Sub-report No. 1023, 56th Congress, 1st Session, 
(Washington: Government Printing Office, 1900), p. 692. 

6 Sweepers are logs attached on the bank which extend horiz­
ontally into the stream dipping in and out of the water wi th a sweep­
ing movement caused by the force of the current. 

7 U. S. Congress, House, Dangers to Travelers at Stream Cross­
ings, House Document No. 271, 58th Congress, Jd Session, (Washington: 
Government Printing Office, February 1905), p. 7. 
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with ether parts of the world made penetration by prospectors and 

ethers very difficult. The average prospecter was a man of limited 

means who carried most of his supplies on his back. When the sources 

of prospecting equipment and supplies were from three hundred to eight 

hundred miles round trip from the buried placers of the Fairbanks 

region, it is not surprising that the area was relatively unknown. 

People ether than prospectors and military exploration parties were 

not often seen in interior Alaska at this time. The discovery of 

gold in the Klondike region of the Yukon Territory on August 16, 1896 

generated great interest in the gold of the Northern Lands. The dis-

coveries greatly stimulated prospecting throughout the Yukon River 

drainage. 

In the pre-discovery d~s at least one party reached the reg-

ion much better equipped than the ordinary prospectors. The group 

had a small steamboat which enabled them to carry supplies sufficient 

for two summers work and the intervening winter.8 A few prospectors 

had pack horses, but they were expensive to buy and had trouble on the 

low swampy sections of the trail. H. was difficult to carry cats or 

other high energy feed in large enough quantities to maintain the 

horses in peak working condition. The animals were often abandoned 

at the end of the prospecting season because it was too much trouble 

to get them back to winter quarters. 

8 Alaska Yukon Magazine, "First Voyage of the Tanana Chief," 
Vol. II, I'farch 1909, p. 555. 
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The original golcl strike near Fairbanks was aided in part by 

the difficulties of transportation in this region. In August of 

1901 the Lavelle Young was t~jing to asccnd the Tanana River to 
9 

Tanana Crossing where the Valdez-Eagle Trail crossed the Tanana . This 

vessel had a load of trading goods on board and it was the desire of 

the owner of these goods, Captain E. E. Barnette, to establish a 

trading post at Tanana Crossing. Either the swift current or the low 

water level of the Tanana prevented the Lavelle Young from ascending 

Bates Rapids which are on the Tanana above the mouth of Chena Slough. 

Captain Adams, master of the vessel, had hearà that the r apids could 

be circumvented by going up Chena Slough and he dropped back to the 

moutt of the Chena to try this. It proved impossible and according 

to the terms of the contract, he was to drop the goods at the point 

where upstream progr ess stopped. Captain Barnette succeeded in 

persuading him to drop back dmm stream sever al miles to a higher, 

vTell vrooded ar ea along the Chena. Barnett e built a cache here to 

store his t r ading goods for the vTinter \ihich marked the first known 

\vhite settlement at the site . Felix Pedro and his partner, ''~"ho were 

prospecting in the area, were delighted to find a source of supplies 

so close to the scene of their operations . Barnette's cache eliminated 

the 300 mile round trip to Circle City -v;hich harl been necessary to 

replenish their stores. In July of the following year, 1902, Felix 

Pedro made his historie strike on Pedro Creek and the t mm of Fairbanks 

q 
/ 1-rickersham, op. cit ., p. 185 . 



started to grow. 

River Boat Period 1901 -_1.2_2].. Follmdng the discovery of 

gold, the chief mode of transportation '\vas the river boat. THo routes 

were used; one t<Tas from Skagvmy ta Vlhi tehorse in the Yukon Terri tory 

by the ~Jhite Pass and Yukon Railway, and thence along the Yukon and 

Tanana rivers to Fairbanks. The two customs clearances were a dis-

advantage on this route. The second ran from the Bering Sea port of 

St. Michael up the Yukon and Tanana rivers to Fairbanks and did not 

involve customs clearances. 

The freight rates ta Fairbanks 1vere qui te high in comparison 

with Nome and ether important Alaska mining camps . In 1904 the 

freight rates f rom Seattle to Fairbanks via St. Hichael tvere from 

one hundred thirty-five dollars to two hundred twenty dollars per 

10 
ton, depending on the classification of the goods. At the same 

time the rates from Seattle to Nome were from fifteen dollars to 

. . 11 
th1rty-f1ve dollars per ton. The difference in freight charges 

between Fairbanks and Nome 1vas due to the cast of ri ver boat trans-

port. Freight charges from Seattle to Nome and to St. Nichael , the 

12 
transfer point to river beats, were the same . This great 

10 C. W. Purrington, Mebhods and Cast of Gravel and Placer 
~H;;;;.;i. -:-n.-in;..g~l;... n---:A=-l...,a:-;:s:-k-:-'a, U. S. Geologie al Survey, U. S. Department of the 
Interior, Bulletin 263 , (Washington: Government Printing Office, 
1905), p. 230 . 

11 Ibid. 

12 
Ibid., Pp. 230- 231. 
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differentia! on freight was due in part to the high costs of river 

boat operation, short open season, navigation hazards and fluctuations 

of the river level. However, sorne writers attributed the high cost 

of transportation to Fairbanks to the monopoly on river transporta-

tion held by the North American Transportation Company and the North­

ern Commercial Company. 13 

It is interesting to note the relative disadvantage which 

Fairbanks had in comparison with the rival town of Chena with regard 

to river transportation. During low water stages on the Chena River, 

Fairbanks was inaccessible for all except the small, very shallow 

draft river boats. Thus it was necessary to land goods bound for 

Fairbanks at Chena, fronting on the Tanana River which was open to 

any vessels which could ascend that stream. The extra expense incur-

red when goods had to be transferred to smaller boats or carried by 

horse to Fairbanks was a serious competitive disadvantage. 

Until the coming of the Alaska Railroad in the early 1920's, 

river boats carried most of the freight and supplies destined for the 

Fairbanks area. The service provided by water transportation was 

seasonal and usually functioned from around the first of June to 

early October. The seasonality of river boat transportation made a 

great deal of planning necessary for successful business or mining 

operations and required capital which could be tied up in supplies 

13 
H. Erdmann, Alaska Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte Nord 

Kolo~i~ation, (Berlin: D. Reimer, 1909), p. 112. 
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over the winter. The supplies and machinery for mining in the early 

spring had to be on hand the preceding fall for two reasons. One, 

the mining season opened before the river navigation season by as 

much as a month. Two, transportation to the creeks from the river 

ports was cheaper in the winter because of the easier movement over 

the frozen ground. 

There were several ether types of transportation used in the 

early days of Fairbanks to complement the river fonn. The dog team. 

and sled was one of the earliest and was very widely used in the 

winter when the ground was frozen and snow covered and when river 

boat movement was impossible. Dog sleds were a practical form of 

transportation because the dogs could pull their lightweight, nutri­

tious food more easily than ether forms of animal transport. Dogs 

hitched in a single straight line pulling a narrow sled required 

little trail improvement. They traveled easily over the winter snow 

cover and seldom broke through the crust. Dog sleds were the chief 

form of winter transportation in the very early days of the camp and 

transported the mail to the outlying area for a number of years. 

Pack herses were in great demand to move supplies from Fair­

banks and Chena to the nearby gold producing creeks. Wagon roads 

were built and improved to replace pack trails. Subscriptions by 

the businessmen of Fairbanks financed the construction of these first 

roads,
14 

Freight rates from Fairbanks to the creeks declined two 

14 Purrington, op. cit., p. 220.' 
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15 hundred dollars to four hundred dollars per ton. A bridge across 

the main channel of the Chena River replaced the cable ferry from 

Fairbanks to Garden Island by June of 1904. The bridge was recon-

structed annually until the construction of a steel bridge thirteen 

years later by the Alaska Raad Commission. 16 Fairbanks prospered 

at the expense of the rival Chena, because of the cheaper and easier 

movement of men and materials over the wagon roads from Fairbanks 

to the creeks. The main road to the creeks from Fairbanks extended 

along the west side of Birch Hill up the valley of Isabella Creek, 

over the divide into Engineer Creek, down this valley for a short 

distance and then up the Goldstream Valley to the vicinity of the 

present day to1~ of Fox where the road branched to serve various 

creeks, (see Figure J). This raad was shorter and crossed less swampy 

ground than the trails from Chena. The progressive attitude of the 

merchants helped Fairbanks overcome the water transportation disad-

vantage and outstrip Chena. By 1904 Fairbanks was considered as the 

most important supply center in interior Alaska, (see Figure 4), 

eclipsing Circle, Eagle, Fort Yukon, Tanana, and other interior towns. 17 

15 
Ibid., Rates were reduced from five hundred- six hundred 

dollars per ton to two hundred - three hundred dollars per ton. 

16 
U. S. Army, Report of the Board of Road Commissioners for 

Alaska 1917, War Department, (Washington: Government Printing Office, 
1917), p. 15. 

17 L. M. Prindle, The Gold Placers of ~he Fortymile, Birch 
Creek and Fairbanks Regions! Alaska, Geological Survey, U. S. Depart­
ment of the Interior, Bulletin No. 251, (Washington: Government Print­
ing Office, 1905), p. 69. 
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In 1904 when Fairbanks was less than two years old, work start-

ed on a railroad to improve the local transportation. It was promoted 

by Falcon Joslin, a Fairbanks attorney, and was incorporated for five 

hundred thousand dollars supplied by English investors. Equipment 

for the railroad was landed on the last beats of the 1904 river season. 

The movement of this equipment provides a good example of transporta-

tion in the early d~s of the camp. The rails were transhipped eleven 

times between Seattle and Chena. Six flat cars destined for the 

railroad and shipped during the same season still rest in the bed of 

the Yukon River. 18 The early river boat transportation was slow, 

subject to various hazards and the numerous rehandlings of the f reight 

added to the expense of shipments. 

The Tanana Valley Railroad was well engineered and adequately 

met the challenge of permafrost, low marshy ground and ether northern 

railroad problems. The administrative and maintenance headquarters 

were originally built at Chena and were later .moved to Garden Island, 

across the slough from Fairbanks. The shift was due to the decline 

and abandonment of the town of Chena . The road was dedicated and the 

last spike in the twenty-six mile line to Gilmore in the upper Gold-
19 

stream Valley was driven on July 17, 1905. It was l ater extended 

18 A. H. Brooks, Report on the Progress of Investigations of 
Mineral Resources of Alaska in 1905, Geological Survey, U. S. Depart­
ment of the Interior, Bulletin No. 284, (Washington: Government Print ­
ing Office, 1906), p. 112. 

19 Wi cker sham, op . cit., p . 475. 
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to Chatanika in the Chatanika valley at the mouth of Cleary Creek 

and operated over forty-five miles of track. The railroad was the 

first type of transportation in the Tanana Valley that was not seri-

ously affected or stopped completely by the spring break-up or the 

fall freeze-up. The railroad needed no seasonal conversion from 

runners to wheels which was an advantage over horse drawn transporta-

tion. 

The Fairbanks-Valdez Trail, which later became the Richard-

son Highway, was a major step in improving and diversifying trans-

portation to Fairbanks. This route had its beginning in 1901 when 

congress appropriated one hundred thousand dollars for roads and 

trails in Alaska. Host of the money was spent on the construction 

of a crude pack trail from Valdez to Fort Egbert at Eagle. In 1904 

an addi tional fund was made available for the survey of a wagon raad 

over the same route. This was not built because it was evident by 

then that Fairbanks was a more important center than Eagle and Fort 

Egbert and attention was turned toward providing a trail and raad 

into this area. The official reports of the Alaska Road Commission 

state that this route was suitable for dog team travel by 1909.20 

However, other government records show that this route was used be-

fore this time. As early as the winter of 1905-1906 Fairbanks was a 

20 
Alaska Road Commission, "Report Upon the Construction and 

Maintenance of Roads, Bridges, and Trails, Alaska," Annual Report of 
the Chief Engineers to the Secretary of War 1924, Part II, (Juneau, 
Alaska; Alaska Daily Empire Print, 1924), p. 46. 
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mail distribution center for the interior and even for such far dis­

tant points as Nome. 21 Enterprising Alaskans were operating a twice 

22 
weekly stage service over this route in the winter of 1906-1907. 

A new cutoff built in 1906 saved approximately fifty miles.23 

For a number of years the Valdez-Fairbanks Trail was unusable 

in summer where it crossed low level ground that became a quagmire 

after the spring thaw. After the freeze-up and the first snows, the 

trail had a firm smooth surface and to serve well it required only 

tree removal and some notching of sidehills to provide a suitable 

roadbed •. The period of winter travel usually extended from early 

October through April. 

The Fairbanks-Valdez Stage Company was incorporated in 190? 

to provide winter travel over this route. The company used sleds 

and hors es t -o move freight and passengers. The rates quoted i n 1907 

were one hundred fifty dollars per passenger from Valdez to Fairbanks 

and one hundred twenty-five dollars on the south-bound trip. 3mall 

quantities of freight were carried between these points for seventy­

five cents a pound and large quantities for fifty cents a pound~4or 

one thousand dollars per ton. During the winter of 1906-1907 around 

21 U. S. Congr ess , House , Mail and Pack Trails in Alaska, 
House Report No. 3875, 59th Congress, 1st Session, (Washington: Govern­
ment Printing Office, 1906), p. 23. 

22 
Mills, op. cit., p. 254. 

23 lli_çh, p. 254. 

24 H. J. Brand, Directog of the Tanana Valley 1907, (Fairbanks, 
Alaska: Tanana Directory Co., 1907), p. 21. 



53 

twenty-five hundred persans and about two thousand tons of freight 

moved over the route. 25 The equated cost of the winter transporta-

tion over the Fairbanks-Valdez trail was one million, three hundred 

twelve thousand, five hundred dollars using the lower rates for 

freight and passengers. The amount expended for overland winter 

transportation is equal to more than fourteen percent of the total 

gold production in 1906.26 Improvement in transportation and lower-

ing the costs were essential to make capital available for permanent 

improvements and it was towards this goal that the residents directed 

their attention. 

In 1910 the Fairbanks-Valdez trail was considered as the most 

important overland route in Alaska by the Alaska Road Commission and 

it was improved as rapidly as funds would permit. By 1911 the trail 

was passable for light drawn wagons and in the summer of 1913 the 

first truck and automobile passages were accomplished. This opened 

a new era of transportation for the Fairbanks area and cars were 

faster and cheaper than horses. Although there were no roads classed 

as automobile roads until sorne years after World War I, regular mail 

and passenger service was maintained over this route by motor vehicle 

for a number of years prior to this change in classification. 

25 u. S. Army, Report of the Board of Road Commissioners for 
Alaska to the Secretary of War 1907, War Department, (Washington: 
Government Printing Office, 1907), ~· 10. 

26 Philip S. Smith, Past Placer-Gold Production from Alaska 
1870-1930, Geological Survey, U. S. Department of the Interior, 
Bulletin 857-B, (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1934), p. 96. 
Fairbanks Gold production in 1906 - $9,000,00. 
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The people of Fairbanks have long been conscious of the import-

ance of transportation to their well being. In addition to asking 

for improved transportation, they did something about it. As mention-

ed earlier, the first wagon roads to the creeks were financed by con-

tributions of the Fairbanks merchants. They repeated the action in 

1915 when, in spite of a gradual decline in the output of gold, the 

Fairbanks Commercial Club contributed four thousand, nine hundred 

ninety-seven dollars and fifty cents to the Alaska Road Commission 

for the construction of a sled trail to Chena Hot Springs.27 

The highway system of Alaska suffered during World War I. 

Funds for the Alaska Road Commission were drastically reduced and an 

inadequate amoant of maintenance was possible. A shortage of laber, 

particularly the skilled type, was widespread in the Terri tory and 

hampered the road maintenance operations on the Richardson Highw~ 

where there were a number of serious maintenance problems which are 

28 inadequately resolved even tod~. These problems include bridge 

and road washouts caused by flooding glacial streams, glaciering, 

27 U. S. Army, Report of the Board of Road Commissioners for 
Alaska 1916, War Department (Washington: Government Pri nting Office, 
1916)' p . 13. 

28 Duri ng the author's visit in the summer of 1952 , the section 
of the Richardson Highway between Delta Junction and Bi g Timber Lodge 
was closed several times for periods of a few days to two weeks. This 
made it necessary to make a detour via Tok Junction which added nearly 
one hundred miles to a trip from Fairbanks to Valdez, Anchorage or 
ether southern points on the highw~ system. These closures were due 
to floodi ng of the road and bridge washouts. 
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and heavy snows in the Thompson Pass area. 29 Wages and the cost of 

supplies increased during the war period and provided another deter-

rent to road maintenance. 

A bad washout, caused by a flood in Keystone Canyon sorne fif-

teen miles from Valdez, closed the southern end of the Richardson 

Highway in July 1919. For nearly two years it was closed and over-

land movement to Fairbanks was via the Copper River and Northern 

Railroad, which was built in 1911 to Chitina where a branch road 

connected with the Richardson Highw~. 

About the time World War I started in Europe, work was re-

sumed on the construction of a railroad from the coast to the inter-

ior. This project had long been the goal of the people of the Fair-

banks area and had a number of capable champions in men like Alfred 

H. Brooks of the United States Geological Survey and Judge James 

Wickersham who represented Alaska as its delegate to Congress. A 

number of routes were proposed and the one currently used from Seward 

to Fairbanks via Broad Pass was finally selected. Work on the Fair-

banks end of the line was started in 1915 and proceeded rather slow-

ly. Roadbed construction was finally completed on November 3, 1919 

when narrow gauge track linked Fairbanks wi th North Nenana at the 

Tanana River. The government firs t leased the Tanana Valley Railroad 

during the government fiscal year 1916-1917 and later purchased it 

29 Stephen Taber, "Sorne Problems of Road Construction and 
Maintenance in Al aska ," Publ ic Roads , July - September 1943, p. 250. 
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for around three hundred thousand dollars.JO The branch line to 

Chatanika was maintained and regular service was provided. The 

branch to Chena was torn up in 1919 because it was not used. March­

andise landings on the Chena docks were last recorded in 1917.31 

For all practical purposes Chena rn~ be considered abandoned after 

this time; it had lest the transportation battle. 

Even before the railroad was extended to North Nenana it was 

very useful to Fairbanks. The right of w~ crossed sorne good stands 

of spruce which were a valuable addition to the depleted and increas-

ingly expensive supply of wood for fuel. After the narrow gauge 

line had been extended to the Tanana River across from Nenana sorne 

coal was shipped.32 Significant movement of coal for fuel had to 

wait until the bridge over the Tanana was completed in February 1923. 

Alaska Railroad 1923 - 1940. The completion of the Alaska 

Railroad in 1923 gave Fairbanks reasonable assurance that a depend-

able year-around transportation was available by which goods could 

JO A. W. Greely, Handbook of Alaska, Its Resources, Products 
and Attractions in 1924, Jd Edition, (New York: Charles Scribners 
and Sons, 1925), p. 46. 

J1 U. S. Department of the Interior, 11Indian Aff airs - Terri-
tories," Annual Re art of the De artment of the Interior 1918, Vol. II , 
(Washington: Government Printing Office, 1919 , p. 95. 

3
2 

A. H. Brooks, et. al., Mineral Resources of Alaska Report 
on Progress of Investigations in 1920, Geological Survey, U. S. Dep­
artment of the Interior , Bulletin No. 722 , (Washington: Government 
Printing Office, 1922), p. 26. 



be supplied more quickly and at about one half the priee of river 

freight.33 Actual rates are shawn in the following table. 

TABLE IV 

FREIGHT RATES, SEATTLE OR TACOMA TO SELECTED ALASKA POINTS 

1923 Joint Rates, Water and Alaska Railroad to Fairbanks 
(Ton units unless otherwise indicated) 

Commodity 

Groceries, mixed ••••••••••••••• 
Flour, in sacks •••••••••••••••• 
Mining machinery, no piece over 4000 lbs •••• 
Lumber, common, per 1000 board feet •••••• 

Water Rates to Nome 
(Ton units unless otherwise indicated) 

Carlo ad 

$41.00 
28.20 
30.00 
21.10 

Commodit~ Carlo ad Less Than Carload 

General merchandise • • • • $16.00* $19.00* 
Mining machinery, no piece 

over 4000 lbs. • • • • 13.50* 16.00* 
Goal, sacked • • • • • • . 13.65* 15.65* 
Lumber, common, not over 

JO feet per M. • • • • 21.00* 2J.OO* 

* Add $8.00 to $12.00 per ton for lighterage. 

Source: Norman L. ~.fimmler, Placer Nining Methods and Costs, 
Bureau of Mines, U. S. Dept. of the Interior, 
Bulletin No. 259, (Washington: Government Print­
ing Office, 1927), p. 19. 

The completion of the bridge across the Tanana River at 
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Nenana and the change over to standard gauge track on the Fairbanks 

33 U. S. Army, Annual Report of the Engineers to the Secre-
tary of War 1926, Part II, (Juneau, Alaska: 1926), p. JO. 
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section cleared the w~ for equipment and supply movement adequate 

for large scale mining development. Following \-Jorld War I, the gold 

mining industry had felt the increasing cost of supplies and declin-

ing fuel supplies rather acutely. The railroad helped to lower the 

cost of supplies and provided a direct connection with the extensive 

lignite deposits of the Healy area. The transportation improvement 

was utilized by the Fairbanks Exploration Company a short time after 

the completion of the railroad. The Fairbanks Exploration Company 

began consolidating claims and moving in machinery in preparation for 

a big scale, long term development of the lower value placer ground. 

Preparations included the construction of a powerhouse fired by coal 

to provide electricity for the operation of its dredges. A cheap 

source of fuel was of primary importance for dredge operation and 

for many years the Fairbanks Exploration Company has been one of the 

chief customers of the Healy coal fields. 

Caterpillar tractors came into the transportation picture in 

the latter part of the 1920's. They were used for moving heavy freight 

to outlying mining camps during March and April when the ground was 

frozen and snow covered and the period of very low temperatures had 

passed. Several large sleds were pulled by each caterpillar. Arcund 

1930 they rented at rates of forty to fifty dollars a day.34 Twenty 

miles was the usual daily run. 

34 James M. Hill, Lode Deposits of the Fairbanks District , 
Alaska , Geological Survey , U. S. Department of the I nteri or, Bul letin 
No. 849-B, (\'fashington: Government Printing Office, 1933), p. 54. 
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After the rail line was completed the Alaska Road Commission 

embarked on a program of road improvement designed to supply traffic 

for the Alaska Railroad. The local road network was expanded and 

improved to better serve the farmers and the various mining opera-

tions in the vicinity. A major project extending over several years 

was the improvement of the Fairbanks-Circle Trail, which was first 

put through as a sled road, then constructed to wagon road standards 

and was la ter impro·ved and named the Steese Highway. 35 The Steese 

Highway was built to improve the access to a number of mining proper-

ties lying between Fairbanks and Circle and to give Circle an over-

land transportation route during the summer. This highway added new 

territory to the Fairbanks trading area and eased the supply problem 

for the mining camps between Circle and Fairbanks. By 1936 the ex-

tension of the Elliot Highway to Livengood connected another mining 

area to the expanding Fairbanks trading area36 (see Figure 5). 

Fairbanks residents readily took to the airplane. The first 

airplanes in the area were those of an Army experimental flight from 

New York to Nome and return in 1920.
37 

The Army flight was followed 

35 Board of Road Commissioners for Alaska, Annual Report of 
the Alaska Road Commission Fiscal Year 1929, Part II, (Juneau, Alaska: 
June 1929), p. 38. 

36 Alaska Territorial Highway Department, B:;,;l~· e;;;.;n;;.:n~i::.;a;:.;:l::-;;R~e~p:.:o~r-f't~o=f 
the Alaska Territorial Highway Engineer and Superintendent of Public 
Y.!orks. 1935 - 1936, n. d. ,p, 52. 

37 St. Clair Street, "The First Alaskan Air Expedition," 
National Geographie Magazine , May 1922, p. 550. An earlier stunt pilot 
performed over Fairbanks on July 4, 1914 as described in: 
Jean Patter, The Flying North, (New York: MacMillan Co., 1947), p. 26. 
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by the introduction of airmail service between Fairbanks and McGrath 

in 1924 by Ben Eielson.38 He proved the feasibility of the airplane 

in Alaska and after participating in several remarkable polar flights 

he founded the Farthest North Airplane Company in Fairbanks. The 

prospectors, miners and trappers adopted plane travel as saon as it 

was available. They covered distances in a few hours that formerly 

took days and weeks and saved money as weil. The airplane was wide­

ly used on mercy missions, flying the seriously ill and injured to 

centers like Fairbanks where hospital and doctor facilities were 

available. This reduced one of the great hazards of the isolated 

areas, the fear and reality of being injured or becoming ill with 

very meager or no means for treatment. Many mercy flights were flown 

by the pilots often under adverse conditions and at great personal 

risk. The valuable service is still performed today, chiefly through 

the Air Search and Rescue units of the United States Air Force. 

Weeks Field construction \vas started in 1928 wi th the build­

ing of two, four hundred by two thousand foot runways. Other fields 

were built in the surrounding territory at Brooks (on the Tolovana 

River), Fort Yukon, Palmer Creek (in the headwaters area of the Chena 

River), and Circle Hot Springs, (see Figure 6). Still other fields 

were added as plane numbers increased and more people recognized the 

usefulness of this form of transportation. Service to these outlying 

points was provided by planes based at Fairbanks. 

38 Colby, op. cit., p. 93. 
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Originally Weeks Field was an asset to Fairbanks because it 

was located on the borders of the city and provided air travelers 

with quick and easy access to the business district. In fact, it 

was so near the city that it was troubled by the fog that formed over 

the city in the winter. With the help of the Civilian Conservation 

Corps, one runw~ was extended to Chena Slough which enabled planes 

to escape the fog and also facilitated the seasonal change from wheels 

to floats which was carried out on many aircraft. After the war the 

addition of bigger two engine planes and four engine models in Alas-

kan air transportation made Weeks Field totally inadequate. Expan-

sion of the field was out of the question because there was already 

a serious safety problem caused by traffic pattern intersections with 

Ladd Air Force Base flights, (see Figure 7). The runways of Ladd 

Field were less than three miles from Weeks Field and led directly 

over this installation. This conflict was resolved by closing Weeks 

Field as an airport on October 15, 195~.39 Today Weeks Field serves 

Fairbanks as a place of residential development. The area has been 

transformed into one of the better planned residential areas of the 

city. Fairbanks Nanor Apartments, which have two hundred and seventy-

two rental units are located in the old Weeks Field area. Pl~ areas 

for children and a curving street pattern conforming to the modern 

practice in residential areas are features of this development. 

39 Richard. A. Cooley, Fairbanks, Alaska A Survey of Progress, 
Alaska Development Board, (Juneau, Alaska: July 1954), p. 43. 
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For several years the Air Force permitted use of its facili-

ties by commercial multi-engine ships on a limited basis, but this 

proved unsatisfactory for both the Air Force and the commercial 

operators. After considerable agitation by various Alaskans and 

interested organizations, Congress finally approved funds for the 

construction of a new airport,located outside the area of serious 

traffic interference with the military operations,which was capable 

of handling the larger commercial aircraft.40 Thus,improvements in 

air transportation facilities were primarily due to the military 

whose presence is closely linked to the existing transportation net-

work. 

This new field, the International Airport, is sorne five miles 

west and south of Fairbanks, (see Figure?, page 64). The field 

has a six thousand foot runway which is adequate for current multi-

engine operation and could be extended \Ü tho ut difficul ty. The sur-

faced runway, taxiw~, control tower and other physical assets re­

present an investment of nearly five and one-half million dollars.41 

This is a valuable physical addition of a permanent nature as well 

40 U. S. Congress, House, Alaska Airports, Hearings before 
the committee on interstate and foreign commerce , 80th Congress, 
1st Session on HR 3509 , (Washington: Government Printing Office , 
194? ), pp. 3-28. 

41 U. S. Congress, House, Alaska Airports, Hearings before 
a subcommittee of the committee on interstate and foreign commerce, 
81st Congress, 1.st Session~on HR 6049 , (Washington: Government 
Printing Office, 1949), p . 10. 
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as a transportation asset for the area. 

The local bush pilots and small private plane owners reacted 

against the new airport. They did not like the fees that were levied 

at the new field nor the restrictions that were set up for operations. 

The solution to their problem was the construction of Phillips Field, 

a privately owned and operated field, on Garden Island. The oiled 

runway is about four thousand feet long and is adequate for small 

plane operation. Here is another small but important pennanent in-

vestment in the Fairbanks area. It is a material expression of the 

dislike of regulations in this case necessary for the orderly opera-

tion of a large airport. This action rn~ be interpreted as a vigor-

ous protest against the passing of frontier conditions in air trans-

t t
. 42 por a J.on. 

Diversified Transportation - World War II to the Present. The 

conflict with Japan and the alliance with Russia brought military 

aviation bases to Fairbanks and a highway link with the United States 

and Canada. It also led to an expanded road network wi thin Alaska 

and improvement of the Alaska Railroad. 

Soon after the completion of the Alaska Railroad, Fairbanks 

and other towns began working for a highway connection to the United 

States. A connission investigated the possibilities of a highway in 

42 Frederick Jackson Turner, 11 The Significance of the Frontier 
in American History, 11 Proceedings of the 41st Annual Meeting of the 
State Historical Society of Wisconsin (1893), (Madison, Wisconsin: 
1894), p. 96. 



67 

1930 and several other subsequent investigations took place sponsor-

ed by both the United States and Canadian governments. The United 

States goven1ment reported favorably on the project and was ready 

to go ahead. However, much of the road construction needed to link 

Alaska and the United States was located in Canada and during the 

thirties Canada felt that it had more pressing projects on which to 

expend its funds. The second World War and the ferry route for de-

livering planes to Russia made the road link a strategie necessity 

to supply the airfields along the route. In the interests of nation-

al defense the United States provided funds for the construction of 

the highway. In less than nine months after the start of construc-

tion, in March of 1942, the pioneer road was pushed through from 

Dawson Creek, British Columbia and an overland link between Fairbanks 

and the United States became a reality. 43 

The original pioneer road was steadily improved and was an 

important communication line during the war. In addition to serving 

as a supply line for the fields along the ferry route to Russia, it 

was also a service road for the Petroleum Products' pipelines from 

}fuitehorse to Fairbanks and other intermediate points. It was opened 

to limited civilian traffic in 1946 and with the improvement of the 

road and the service facilities, it was opened to the general motoring 

43 U. s. Arnzy, The Alaska Highw57, Public Relations Branch, 
Northwest Service Command, Mimeograph and Multilith Section, U. S. 
Signal Corps, 1944, p. 15. 
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public. 

The highway seems to have had a strong psychological effect 

in breaking the feeling of isolation which had long existed in the 

minds of the residents. Although at present there have been no known 

attempts to measure this phenomenon, it has been apparent in the 

peopl~s conversations. There is something about being able to reach 

a place by automobile that integrates it with the rest of the world 

in the minds of many United States citizens, particularly those in 

Alaska. 

The Alaska Railroad was in poor condition at the outbreak of 

the second World War. The rolling stock was old and decrepit and 

much of it had been used in the construction of the Panama Canal. 

Even more important were the light, poorly ballasted and aligned 

rails, many wooden bridges in need of repair or replacement, and 

other facilities which were inadequate and needed improvement. Under 

army operation the raad was improved and delivered substantial amounts 

of construction material , military supplies and freight to Fairbanks. 

The line was extended by the Army during the war to serve Ladd and 

Eielson air fields. This extension is still in use and i s now under 

the jurisdiction of the Alaska Railroad. 

I n 1947 Congr ess authorized f unds for the gener al r ehabilita­

tion of the Alaska Railroad. The track was changed from seventy 

pound to one hundred and fifteen pound rail, treated ties were put 

dawn, and a new seven and one-half mi llion dollar t erminal was er ected 



at Fairbanks.
44 

This included seventy-five industrial sites on spur 

tracks on Garden Island and almost all were leased by 1952.45 This 

terminal, finished in 1950, included repair, maintenance and service 

facilities for rolling stock, additional storage track and ether 

improvements. The addition of the facilities added permanence to the 

Fairbanks area by the increased employment they provided as well as 

the large capital investment. 

The improved service and provision of industrial sites with 

direct rail service by the Alaska Railroad encouraged expansion by 

business enterprises in Fairbanks. New plants and warehouses were 

built on the industrial sites. This expansion increased permanence 

through larger investments and greater economie diversification. 

The larger the investment in an area, particularly in immovable 

items or items which can only be moved with difficulty and great ex-

pense, the more binding the attachment to the area and the greater 

the permanence. Economie diversification, encouraged by the provi-

sion of sites with improved transportation and less handling , also 

aided permanence. The unsophisticated phrase of "not putting all 

your eggs in one basket11 is definitely applicable in assessing perman-

ence . As the economie base broadens , the probability of a crippling 

44 U. S. Department of the Interior, Annual Report of th~ 
Alaska Railroad Fiscal Year 1950, Alaska Railroad, (\fashington: 
Government Printing Office , n. d. ), p. 5. 

45 Oral communication with r epresentative of the Industrial 
Sites Department , Anchorage , Alaska . June 1952. 
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blow to the livelihood of the community decreases. This is a valid 

generalization, though not a new one. It is worthy of measure and 

would be a significant study in itself. The development of a ratio 

of the spread of economie activity to the degree of permanence would 

be very helpful in evaluating existing settlement and an aid in pre-

dicting the probable success of planned future settlement. 

Another transportation advance is the Petroleum Products pipe 

line extending from Haines, Alaska to Fairbanks. The six hundred 

and fifteen mile line parallels much of the Alaska Highway system 

between these points and was built to serve the military installa-

tions in the Tanana Valley and along the Alaska Highway. The cost 

46 
was in excess of thirty million dollars. It is interesting to 

note that this addition has caused difficulty in the economie struc-

ture of the Alaska Railroad. The railroad, charged by congress to 

operate on a paying basis, suffered a sizeable drop in revenue which 

caused a net operating loss.47 

Today Fairbanks is well served by several different forms of 

transportation. Various private firms and the United States Govern-

ment have invested sizeable sums in permanent installations and equip­

ment of a less pennanent and more mobile nature. 48 Regular freight 

46 
Jessen's Weekly, October 15, 1953. 

47 Fairbanks 
1957, p. 86. 

Daily News-Miner Progress Edition, November 20, 

48 It would be very desirable to measure the amount of per­
manent attachment of transportation in the area but this is beyond 
the scope of the present study. 



71 

service by truck is maintained between Fairbanks and V aldez, Anchor-

age, Great Falls, Nontana and Seattle, Washington. Scheduled air 

service connects Fairbanks with the major tawns in Alaska, the United 

States, and Canada. Contract and charter flights will carry goods 

and passengers to almost any point in Alaska. The Alaska Railroad 

still carries the bulk of the freight, picking up its shipments from 

ocean ships at Whittier and Seward. (Current freight rates are shown 

in Table V). Passenger traffic is handled on a daily schedule to 

Mount McKinley, Anchorage, Seward, and way points. The new pipeline 

further diversifies the transportation service. Its future for 

civilian use is dependent on military requirements and policy. 

Expansion of the transportation system continues. The Steele 

Creek Road running east from Fairbanks is being extended to Chena 

Hot Springs. The road is now passable during the \dnter months and 

Alaska Road Commission plans call for a year-around road in 1958.49 

Preliminary construction was initiated in 1957 to extend the Elliott 

Highway from Livengood to Rampart.50 Thirty miles of the winter road 

from Fairbanks to Nenana was built to all weather standards in 1957 

and the remainder is scheduled for completion in 1958.51 A bridge 

across the Tanana River has not been included in the present plans. 

49 Fairbanks Daily News-Miner , op. cit., p. 124. 

50 Personal conversation with l1ike Sankovich , Fairbanks resi­
dent, October 24, 1957. 

51 Fairbanks Daily News-Hiner, op. cit., p . 69 . 



TABLE V 

FREIGHT RATES - SEATTLE TO FAIRBANKS FOR SELECTED CO:HHODITIES FEBRUARY 4, 1958 

Alaska Steamship Alaska Freight Lyndon Transfer 

Cornrnodity 

IHining Hachiner-J per ton 

proceries 

jVegetables: 
~·linter (squash etc.) 
Potatoes & Onions 
Fresh 

·filk and Cream 

~etroleum Products: 
Lube oil, asphalt mix etc. 

Gasoline, Benzine, etc. 

Agricultural Implements including 

and Alaska RR 
Combined Rate 

$59.12 

$62.20 - 89.90 

$135.96 
~59.74 - 84.25 
$85.08 -178.19 

$60.77 - 79.93 

$62.21 - 80.34 

wheeled vehicles. 1 $48.82 - 63.45 

a 30,000 lb. minimum, Hill not handle less. 

b 2,000 lb. minimum 

c 100 lb. minimum 

Lines Barge 
Truck 

$70.40 

$67.70 - 81.60 

$11J.5. - $155. 

Line operated 
Direct truck 

$170 - :i!200. 

$170 - $200. 

$170 - :~200 . 
$170 - $200. 
$170 - $200. 

a 
$64.00 - 69.00 $170 - $200. 

$65.60 - 70.60 $170 - $200. 

$70.40 $170 - $200. 

Air Frei~ 

$310 - $380. c. 

$380 

$340. b 
$340.b 
$340.b 

$300.c 

$380. 

$380. 

$380. 

Source: Interstate Commerce Commission Tariffs, 
February 4, 1958 through the courtesy of Donald 
J. Osbjornson, Traffic Hanager, Pacifie American 
Fisheries, South Bellingharn, Hashineton. 

---.1 
N 



Ferr.1 service in the open water season and an ice crossing in the 

winter may be supplied in 1958.52 
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Transportation diversity and improvement have been important 

in the permanence of settlement in the Fairbanks area. Expansion 

of the transportation system and continued improvement are favorable 

factors in the growth and economie stability of this part of Alaska. 

5Z Ibid. 



CHAPTER IV 

MINING - THE IMPETUS FOR WHITE SETTLEMENT 

Following the discovery of gold on Pedro Creek, sorne seven­

teen miles north and east of Fairbanks in July of 1902, annual gold 

production climbed rapidly to a peak of nearly ten million dollars 

in 1909. The rich deposits paid for heavy machinery, stores, busi­

nesses, municipal improvements and other fixed assets which helped 

hold the settlement during the period of decline. The decline in 

gold production and population lasted from 1910 until the completion 

of the Alaska Railroad in 1923. The opening of the railroad was 

accompanied by a rival in the mining industry which now turned to 

large scale dredging. This resulted in a growth of population and 

heavy investment. The revival of mining continued up to World War 

II and also included lode mine development. During the second World 

War mining practically ceased and the manpower was used on more vital 

military projects. After the war, increased costs led to the closure 

of most lode operations and restricted placer mining to the highly 

mechanized and more efficient operators. However, detailed analysis 

of the development of mining discloses significant contributions of 

the industry to the permanence of settlement in the Fairbanks area. 

Important Physical Factors. Placer gold deposits, the main 

support of mining activity had exceptional physical conditions which 

aided the stable development of the area. The depth of the deposits, 
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over two hundred feet in sorne cases, increased the investments for 

equipment and added to the difficulties of finding the gold. 1 

Permanently frozen ground slowed prospecting, development of the 

claims, and added to mining expense. Prospecting was difficult, 

time consuming, and expensive, and digging prospecting shafts cost 

from seven to ten dollars a foot in the early days of the mining 

development. 2 The type of miners who developed the Fairbanks district 

were, for the most part, determined working men who were willing to 

risk many hours and days of hard labor in hopes of finding a paying 

placer claim. The difficulties of claim development gave Fairbanks 

a bad name throughout Alaska and the Yukon Territory in the early 

years of development.3 

Thawing the permanently frozen ground in order to sink a 

prospect shaft to bedrock entailed much labor. A wood supply was 

required to heat large stones which were then pushed into the shaft. 

After several hours the stones cooled, thawing from one to two feet 

of material at the bottom of the shaft. The stones were then lifted 

from the shaft to be reheated and the thawed material removed.4 As 

1 Purrington, op. cit., p. 29. 

2 I bi d., p. 42. 

) Thomas A. Rickard, "Through Yukon and Alaska," Mining and 
Scientiflc Press, (San Francisco: 1909), p. 266. 

4 N. L. Wimmler, Placer Mining Methods and Costs in Alaska, 
Bureau of Mines, U. S. Department of the Interior, Bulletin No. 259 , 
(Washington: Government Printing Office , 1927), p. 72. 



76 

development of the claims progressed, hot ':rater and sometimes steam 

were forced into the frozen ground of shafts and tunnels through 

pointed pipes driven several feet into t he frozen material.
5 

Still 

l a ter a technique for thawing wi th cold ua ter was used in the Fair­

banks district.6 

The permafrost and the depth of the ground necessitated a sub-

stantial and relatively fixed investment in boilers and hoisting 

machinery during the first hrenty years of mining. A degree of 

pennanence uncommon in placer rnining camps Hé'.S provided by the cap-

i t al invested in t his r el atively fixed machinery . 

The climate of the r egion has influenced the development of 

mining and i ts contribution t o stability of settlement •. The light 

and variabl e precipi t ation was a ser i ous problem in placer mining. 

Because of limited and spasmodic r ainfall, the largest dredge oper-

ator in the area built the Davidson Ditch. The ditch, seventy-t1-ro 

miles long, r equired s i x siphons to cross various stream valleys 

between the point of origin in the headuaters of t he Chatanika River 

and the Goldstream Valley , (see Figure 3, page 48). A rock t unnel 

three-fourths of a mile in l ength was al so constructed to carrJ the 

5 Alfred H. Brooks , Report on Progress of Investigations of 
Nineral Resources in Alaska, 1905 , Geological Survey, U. S. Depart­
ment of the Interior, Bulletin No. 284 , (Washington: Government 
Printing Office, 1906), p . 115. 

6 
1-Timmler, _o""P..:.•_;.c..:.i_t~ , p. 77. 



77 

water through the summit north of Fox.
7 

The large investment in the 

ditch was immovable and brought a stability to placer gold mining in 

the area. A rough estimate of the cost of this ditch may be obtained 

from a similar ditch built in the vicinity of Dawson, Yukon Territory 

around 1907. The ditch was eighty-five miles long, had nineteen and 

six-tenths miles of flume, twelve and six-tenths miles of pipe and 
8 

cast approximately seven million dollars. Prior to the completion 

of the Davidson Ditch, all placer mining operations had been depend-

ent on vers local and limited surface water supplies of the creeks 

which ~vere directly related to the local precipitation. The small 

amount and the marked variations that 1vere found from season to sea-

son often led to fluctuations in the amount of gold produced. (See 

Table No. VI). 

The above physical factors, deep gold bearing gravels, perma-

frost, and light and variable precipitation have been important in 

necessitating investments and development that have been conducive 

to stability and a long production period in comparison with other 

gold placer mining areas. 

7 Philip S. Smith, Mineral Indust~ o~aska in 1926 and 
Administrative Report, Geological Survey, U. s. Department of the 
Interior, Bulletin No. 797, (Hashington: Government Printing Office, 
1927)' p. 19 

8 
Harold A. Innis, 11 Settlement and the Hining Frontier," 

Canadian Frontiers of Settlement, Vol. IX, edited by W. A. Nackintosh 
and V.T. L. G. Joerg, (Toronto: The Hacmillan Co. of Canada Ltd. at 
St • .Hartin's House, 1936), p. 244. 
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TABLE VI 

ALASKA' S !fliNERALS AND FAIRBANKS GOLD PRODUCTION 1902 - 1958 

Year Alaska Fairbanks 
Total Gold Gold 

Hineral Total Placer Lode Total Placer Lod_e 
1902 8,476 8,335 5,887 2,448 0 0 0 
1903 9,089 8,748 6,010 2,738 40 40 0 
1904 9,627 9,115 6,025 3,090 400 400 0 
1905 16_1_491 15,846 12,340 3,506 6,000 6,000 0 
1906 23,502 22,037 18,607 3,430 9,320 9,320 0 
1907 20,841 19,350 16,491 2,959 7,845 7,845 0 
1908 20,093 19,293 15,888 3,405 9,180 9,180 0 
1909 21,141 20,412 16,253 4,159 9,650 9,650 0 
1910 16,875 16,127 11,_2_85 4,142 6,242 6,224 17 
1911 20,720 16,853 12,540 4,313 4,608 4,544 64 
1912 22,582 17,146 11,990 5,155 4,371 4,176 195 
1913 19,547 15,627 10,680 4,947 3,677 3,328 349 
1914 19' 110 15,764 10,730 5,034 2,739 2,514 225 
1915 32,790 16,702 10,480 6,222 2,683 2,465 218 
1916 48,386 17,242 11,140 6,102 1,839 1,800 39 
1917 40,695 14,657 9,810 6,847 1,358 1,310 48 
1918 28,219 9,481 5,900 3,581 827 800 27 
1919 19,627 9,426 4,790 4,456 772 730 42 
1920 2J,J31 8,366 ),873 4,493 600 580 20 
1921 16,994 8,074 4,226 3,848 608 570 38 
1922 19,420 7,422 4,395 3,027 747 693 54 
1923 20,331 5,985 3,608 2,377 628 603 25 
1924 17,457 6,286 3,564 2,722 781 680 101 
1925 18,221 6 _1_360 3,223 _3' 137 605 521 84 
1926 17,665 6,707 3,769 2,938 513 462 51 
1927 14,404 5,927 2,982 2,945 398 347 51 
1928 14,061 6,845 3,347 3,498 1,023 940 83 
1929 16,066 7,761 4,117 3,644 1,221 1,138 83 
1_2}0 13,812 8,476 4,837 3,639 2,916 2,782 134 
1931 12,278 9,507 4,842 4,665 2,665 2,486 169 
1932 11,638 10,209 5,522 4,687 2,965 2,785 180 
1933 10,)66 9,701 5,152 4,549 3,252 3,077 175 
1934 16,721 16,007 8,955 7,052 5,877 5,474 403 

11 G1 '1 1R.i12 1 '1, G40 G,?01 6 2J'l 15._712 ')_.-'317 )_G5_ 

1936 23,594 18,433 11,328 7,105 6,027 5,642 385 
1937 26,989 20,373 12,655 7,718 5,314 4,891 423 
1938 26,607 23,170 14,897 8,273 6,081 5,653 428 
1939 25,674 23,686 16,365 7,321 6,591 6,041 550 
1940 28,724 26,459 18,966 7,493 7,872 7,315 557 
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TABLE VI (continued) 

ALASKA' S MINER.l\LS AND F AI RBA.~KS GOLD PRODUCTION 1902 - 19 58 

Year ' Alaska Fairbanks 
Total Gold Gold 

Mineral Total Placer Lode Total Pl acer Lode 
1941 26,809 24,341 17,205 7' 136 5,989 5,402 587 
1942 20,094 17,067 12,254 4,812 6,462 5,955 507 
1943 9,055 3,485 1,473 2,012 625 500 125 
1944 6,903 1,725 1,176 549 550 500 50 
1945 10,174 2,384 2,019 364 511 363 148 
1946 12,430 7,937 7,725 ·- 4,072 4- ,022 50 213 
1947 18,458 9,800 9,676 124 5,317 5,278 39 
1948 13,024 8,694 8,498 196 4,469 4,459 10 
1949 15,302 8,030 7,738 291 3,333 3,326 7 
1_2_50 17,852 10,125 9,699 426 4,093 4,082 11 
1951 19,569 8,387 8,348 39 3,853 3,853 0 
1952 26 ,284 8,419 8,375 44 4,385 4,377 8 
1953 24, 252 8,882 8,859 23 4,780 4,766 14 
1954 24,407 8,697 8,663 35 4,983 4,987 5 
1952 25,412 8,725 8,645 80 5,141 5,141 0 
1956 23,408 7,325 7,264- 62 4,030 4,030 0 
1957 29 ,886 n. a. n. a. n.a. n. a . n. a. n.a 
1_9_58 21 'Q7_7 n. a . n. a. n. a. n. a . n. a. n.a 

Sources: U. S. Depart ment of the I nterior, Miner al Industry of Alaska , 
U. S. Geological Survey, various Bulletins, 1902-1944. 

U. S. Department of t he Interior , Mineral Yearbooks, Bureau of 
Mines, various years, 1941 - 1958 . 



Mining as the Factor Initiating Settlement - The Strike, 

1902. Ivan Petroff, the first United States census official in 

Alaska, reports that in 1880 prospectors had long been at work in 

79 

the upper Yukon and had found gold in paying quantities only on the 

Tanana River.9 However, the early activity left no mark in the 

Fairbanks area. A. H. Brooks, the well known Alaskan geologist, 

found 11 colors11 on the river bars in the lower Tanana in 1898 and 

10 
suggested that prospecting might be quite rewarding in this area. 

He attributes the lack of prospecting in this area to the relative 

inaccessibility for prospectors. The absence of a nearby source of 

supplies led to hurried trips through the area by the gold seekers 

who had to outfit on the coast at Valdez or at one of the Yukon River 

ports. 

Difficulties of navigation on the Tanana River in 1901 which 

led to the placing of Barnette's cache near the heart of present day 

Fairbanks, improved the supply situation, (see page 43). Felix Pedro 

and his partner, Frank Costa, knew of the Barnette cache in 1901 and 

when they returned to their prospecting in 1902, they got their sup-

plies from this source. In July of 1902, while prospecting in the 

9 Ivan Petroff, Report on the Population, Industries and 

Resources of Alaska, Tenth Census of the United States, (Washington: 
Government Printing Office, 1882), p. 5. 

10 A. H. Brooks, "A Reconnaissance in the Tanana and White 
River Basin, Alaska in 1898, 11 Twentieth Annual Report of the United 
States Geolo ical Surve , Part 7, Geological Survey, U. S. Department 
of the Interior, Washington: Government Printing Office, 1900), p. 487. 
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vicinity of Pedro Dome, sorne fifteen miles northeast of Fairbanks, 

Pedro made the historie strike on what is now known as Pedro Creek. 

The Rush - 1902 - 1909. Following the establishment of 

Barnette's cache on Chena Slough in 1901 and the discovery of gold 

by Felix Pedro in 1902, a stampede started similar to those of other 

newly discovered gold deposits in this northern region. Just before 

the spring breakup of 1903, the stampede started with people arriving 

via the trails from towns along the Yukon River. More came by river 

boat after the opening of the navigation season. On April 9, 1903, 

Judge James Wickersham arrived just ahead of the advance wave of 

stampeders and described Fairbanks as Barnette's trading post, a 

partly finished two story log cabin, eight other cabins, and a few 
11 

tents. He established a recording office for the mineral claims 

of the district and drove an iron stake on the river front from which 

town lots were measured. In July of 1903, there were sorne twenty-two 

buildings in Fairbanks proper and four on Garden Island as indicated 

by Mr. Gerdine's map of the area at this date. 12 The population 

grew rapidly and it is estimated that sorne eight hundred spent the 

11 Wickersham, op. cit., p. 182. 

12 1. M. Prindle, The Gold Placers of the Fortymile, Birch 
Creek and Fairbanks Regions, Alaska, Geological Survey, U. S. Depart­
ment of the Interior, Bulletin No. 251, (Washington: Government Print­
ing Office, 1905), map facing p. 60. 
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winter of 1903-1904 in the area. 13 

The promise of Judge Wickersham to establish a mineral claim 

recording office at Barnette•s trading post 6n the Tanana River was 

important in the development of Fairbanks.
14 

The records were trans-

ferred from the Circle City District to the Fairbanks District on 

M~ 10, 1903. 15 In the first four years of operation, twelve thou-

16 sand claims were recorded on fifteen hundred creeks. The record-

ing office gave Fairbanks a function that attracted miners from a 

large are a to record mineral claims. The claim recording office also 

meant that Fairbanks was the information center concerning new min-

ing areas and development in the district. The growth of Fairbanks 

as a supply center was facilitated by the gravitation of miners to 

the town to record claims, to learn of the latest area of mining 

development and to seek employment on the promising new claims. By 

June of 1904, the headquarters of the Fourth Judicial District had 

been transferred to Fairbanks from Eagle. 17 Governmental functions 

generally add stability to any community which in turn contributes 

13 A. H. Brooks, "Placer Hining in Alaska," Contributions to 
~onomic Geology, 1903, Geological Survey, U. S. Department of the 
Interior, Bulletin No. 225 , (i;lashington: Government Printing Office , 
1904), p . 66. 

14 Wickersham, OE• cit., p. 185. 

15 Brand, OE• cit., p. 15. 

16 Ibid., p. 15. 

17 Ibid., p . 431. 
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to permanence. 

The location of the center of law, arder and records in 

Fairbanks gave it a positive attraction over its rival, Chena. 
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Other factors apparently contributed to the rise of Fairbanks at the 

expense of Chena. At least one writer and sorne of the early resi­

dents attributed this to excessive land priees in Chena. 19 All seem-

ed to think that Chena had a superior site and was the preferred 

location for water transportation. Better building sites and a bet-

ter water supply were also cited for Chena. However, Fairbanks was 

near the gold producing creeks, was a government center, had citizens 

with a more progressive attitude and the building sites were cheaper 

than those in Chena. 20 

The population of the Fairbanks district during the summer of 

1904 has been estimated at five thousand with approximately three 

thousand wintering. 21 The number of people present in the area was 

18 John W. Alexander, Economie Base Study of Madison, Wiscon-
sin, Wisconsin Commerce Papers, Vol. IV, (Madison, Wisconsin: 1953), p.5. 

19 Hudson Stuck, Voyages on the Yukon and Its Tributaries , 
(New York: Scribner and Sons, 1917 ), p. 292. 

20 
-:--:~-' Ten Thousand Miles with a Dogsled, (New York: 

Scribner and Sons, 1915 ), p. 249. 

Also personal conversations of the author in July 1952 with 
several of the early residents and miners of the area. 

21 Alfred H. Brooks, "Placer Hining in Alaska in 1904, 11 Report 
on Progress of Investigations of Mineral Resources of Alaska in 1904, 
Geological Survey, U. S. Department of the Interior, Bulletin No. 259, 
(Washington: Government Printing Office, 1905), p. 26 . 
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22 considered to be in excess of what the region could support. The 

observation is supported by a population estimate of twenty-five 

hundred people in the summer of 1905.23 The value of gold mined in 

this year amounted to six million dollars, an increase of five million, 

24 four hundred thousand dollars over the previous year. The great 

increase was due to the beginning of production for a number of prop-

erties and the first season of significant mechanization in the min­

ing operations. 25 

The Northern Co~~ercial Company, a pioneer trading company in 

Alaska, added an electricity plant and steam heat for the central part 

of the business district. 26 The investment in facilities of this 

kind is taken as evidence of the confidence of an ol~well-established 

company in the future of Fairbanks. The Northern Commercial Company 

also operated a water supply system for the central core of Fairbanks 

22 Ibid., p. 26. 

23 Alfred H. Brooks, Report on Progress of Investigations of 
Mineral Resources of Alaska in 1905, Geological Survey, U. S. Depart­
ment of the Interior, Bulletin No. 284, (Washington: Government Print­
ing Office, 1906), p. 112. 

24 Philip S. Smith, Past Placer Gold Production from Alaska 
1870 - 1930, Geological Survey, U. S. Department of the Interior, 
Bulletin No. 857-B, (vlashington: Government Printing Office, 1934), 
p. 96. 

25 Alfred H. Brooks, Report on Progress of Investigations of 
Mineral Resources of Alaska in 1905, Geological Survey, U. S. Depart­
ment of the Interior, Bulletin No. 284, (Washington: Government Print­
ing Office, 1906), p. 115. 

26 Ibid., p. 112. 
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to which they added fire mains in May of 1906.27 The fire mains 

were important in checking the spread of the fire which destroyed a 

major part of the business district in late May of 1906.
28 

Year 

around mining started in this eventful year adding economie stability 

to the young settlement. 29 Gold bearing gravel was stockpiled on the 

surface for sluicing with snow melt water in the spring. Year around 

employment encouraged a more permanent type of settlement, fuller 

development of social and cultural amenities, family groups, schools, 

and similar features of a fixed occupance. Population during the 

summer of 1906 was estimated to be between five and six thousand.JO 

Unemployment was high during the summer due to a heavy migration of 

job seekers. The problem of a large influx of people seeking season-

al employment during the late spring and early summer months still 

exists in Fai~banks and throughout the Territory of Alaska. 31 

An aid to mining was the continued improvement of transporta-

tion. 1-lagon roads connected all creeks ~rd. th the Tanana Nines 

27 2 Brand, op. cit., p. 1. 

28 Ibid. 

29 Alfred H. Brooks, Report on Progress of Investigations of 
Mineral Resources in Alaska in 1906, Geological Survey, U. S. Depart­
ment of the Interior, Bulletin No. 314, (Washington: Government 
Printing Office, 1907), p. 36. 

JO Ibid., p. 35. 

31 Alaska Territorial Employment Service, Local Office Bi-
Nonthl Labor Market Summ for the Period March 1st throu 
JO, 1957, (Juneau, Alaska: n. d. , p. 1 (mimeographed • 
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Railroad (later the Tanana Valley Railroad) or directly with Fair-

banks and Chena. 

Investment in machinery and boilers for hoisting and thawing 

continued to grow and by 1907 the total operating boiler capacity 

exceeded seven thousand horsepower.32 

Fuel was provided by local timber but was a heavy drain on 

the forests. 33 Aware of the possible consequences of the exhaustion 

of the forest reserves, the Tanana Electric Company constructed a 

hydroelectric plant near the mouth of Poker Creek in the Chatanika 

V al ley. The plant functioned only briefly be cause of wa ter short-

ages and management problems. The early concern of local business-

es and citizens over threats to permanence is shovm in the attempt 

to develop hydroelectric power. 

The shortage and high cost of development capital in the rush 

period led to a "cream skimming11 process as only the richer mine 

properties and the more lucrative businesses and enterprises could 

pay the high costs. In 1908 development capital carried rates as 

32 Alfred H. Brooks, Mineral Resources of Alaska Report on 
Progress of Investigations 1907, Geological Survey, U. S. Depart­
ment of the Interior, Bulletin No. 345, (Washington: Government 
Printing Office, 1908), p. 41. 

33 ~-~' Mineral Resources of Alaska, Report on the 
Progress of Investisations in 1908, Geological Survey, U. S. Depart­
ment of the Interior, Bulletin No. 379, (Washington: Government 
Printing Office, 1909 ), pp. 183; 198. 
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high as two percent per month.J4 The high interest rates served as 

a deterrent to permanence be cause sorne business es, which 1muld be 

desirable for the general \velfare and convenience of the community 

and would add permanence, could not pay the high costs of capital. 

High rates of interest have been a problem for Fairbanks and for much 

of Alaska for many years. Interest rates on money for development 

and operation of businesses and industries have been considerably 

higher in Alaska than in the United States. They have made develop-

ment of a wide range of economie activities very difficult. The net 

result of the restricted range of the economie base has been less 

permanence. 

A threat to the community came in 1909 when it became clear 

that new discoveries were not keeping pace with the exhaustion of 

rich gold bearing ground. To offset this the businessmen of Fair-

banks financed the construction of a small three stamp ore crusher 

to encourage lode gold prospecting.35 The first shipment of ore from 

any property in the Tanana Basin was milled free.
36 

The mill helped 

34 L. M. Prindle and F. J. Katz, "The Fairbanks Gold Placer 
Region," Hineral Resources of Alaska Report on the Progress of Inves­
tigations in 1908, Geological Survey, U. S. Department of the Interior, 
Bulletin No. 379, (Washington: Government Printi ng Office, 1909), p . 230. 

3S L. M. Prindle, "Auriferous Quartz Veins in the Fairbanks 
District," Hineral Resources of Alaska Report on Progress of Investi­
~ations in 1902, Geological Survey, U. S. Department of the Interior, 
Bulletin No. 442, (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1910), p. 228. 

36 Tanana Magazine, Quartz Edition, December 1912 , p . 24. 
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to stimulate interest and activity in lede mining which expanded the 

economie base. The possible exhaustion of the placers was faced 

squarely and steps were taken to diversify the support of the area. 

There is no evidence of any widespread desire to leave while the 

richer placers were being exhausted. 

The Decline - 1910-1923. Following the peak year of produc­

tion in 1909 the gold output sharply dropped one-third to a little 

over six million dollars in 1910. The drop marked the beginning of 

a long period of declining production which ended with the entry 

of the United States Smelting, Refining and Mining Company in 1924 

and the use of large scale mechanized equipment. The decline was 

not a period of dec~ and inactivity in the Fairbanks area. During 

this period the foundations for sorne of the later expansion and diver­

sification of the economie base of Fairbanks were laid. Construction 

of the Alaska Railroad occurred during this period and was important 

in the revival of mining and attracting the military at a later date. 

The prospecting and blocking out of lede gold, tungsten and antimony 

deposits provided a fund of knowledge and resources which have been 

exploited with varying degrees of activity up to the present time. 

Lede prospecting led to the development of a number of proper­

ties around Ester Dame, Pedro Dame and the ridge extending in a north­

east direction from Pedro Dame between the heads of Fairbanks and 

Cleary Creeks. Ore crushing mills were placed on many of these 

properties and operated for varying periods. They are still on the 
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properties and could begin production when the economie conditions 

again become favorable. The mills represent an attachment to the 

area. Most of the properties and mills are being maintained so that 

they could be quickly and easily put back into production. This is a 

form of "depression insurance" assum.ing that the priee of gold re-

mains fixed, and is desirable from the standpoint of permanence. 

The first dredge in the Fairbanks area was introduced in 

1911.37 It had previously operated on Stewart River in the Yukon 

Terri tory and i t was not an outstanding success as i t Has small and 

subject to frequent breakdowns. However, it did show that sorne of 

the ground was sui table for dredging and may have helped ta stimula te 

interest along lines which later led to large scale dredging, the 

most important part of the local mining economy. 

By 1913, a fuel problem confronted the mining industry of 

the area. The area had been dependent on wood for generating power 

and for heating since the founding of Fairbanks and by this year, 

1913, the easily accessible supplies had been consumed . The priee 

of wood rose ta twenty-five dollars a cord and added a heavier cost 

to placer mining ground which was gradually decreasing in unit value. 

It also increased the f i nancial burden of development and production 

on lode pr operties. One of the reasons f or the vigorous agit ation 

37 Alfred H. Brooks, "Alaska, 11 Mi neral Re sources of the 
Uni ted Stat es f or Calender Year 1 11, Geological Survey, U. S. 
Denartment of the I nte r i or, Washington: Gover nment Printing 
Off ice , 1912), p . 417. 
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for the Alaska Railroad was· to bring coal from the Nenana and Healy 

fields west of Fairbanks to relieve the serious fuel shortage. An 

improved fuel supply would lessen the threat to mining, the economie 

mainstay of the area. 

The discovery of gold in 1914 in the Livengood area, sorne 

sixty miles to the northwest, led to the opening of a new tributary 

area for Fairbanks. The first effect of this new mining tract was 

the attraction of miners and prospectors from the Fairbanks area. 

However, as time progressed, it became more closely integrated with 

Fairbanks. 

During World War I many young energetic men who were the 

strength of the laber force, enlisted in the service of their country 

and left the Territory. As a result, prospecting activity decreased 

and a shortage of skilled miners occurred. Population in Fairbanks 

declined sixty-seven percent between the 1910 and 1920 census 

because of declining gold production and the manpower loss during 

World War 1.38 The population loss i n the Terri tory was fourteen 

39 and five-tenths percent between 1910 and 1920. Fairbanks suffered 

a greater percentage drop in population than did the Territory be-

cause of the s teadily f alling gold production. By 1919 gold pro-

duction had dropped ninety-two percent from t he peak year of 1909 , 

from nine million, five hundred forty thousand dollars to seven 

38 U. S. Department of Commerce , Fourteenth Census of the 
Unit ed States : 1920, Population- Al aska , Bureau of the Census , 
(Washington: Government Pr i nting Offi ce , 1920), p. 3. 

39 Ibi d.,p. 1. 
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hundred thirty thousand dollars. 40 

The effect of the first World War was not entirely detrimen-

tal to mining and permanence in the Fairbanks area because the war 

stimulated priees for antimony and tungsten and led to the discovery 

41 and development of these ores. Antimony properties were located 

in Eva, Treasure, Vault and Chatham Creek basins.42 Tungsten ore was 

discovered in the summer of 1915 in two areas. Prospects were locat-

ed on the ridge between Fish and Smallwood creeks and also on the 

ridge at the heads of First Chance, Steele and Engineer creeks.43 

(See Figure 3, page 48). Although production was relatively short-

lived on all the properties involved, it helped in a small wey to 

dull the threat of the war to permanence and mining. 

The priee increase of antimony started in July of 1914. At 

that time the priee on the New York market was seven and two-tenths 

cents per pound. By August of the same year it had reached seventeen 

and two-tenths cents per pound, an increase of two hundred thirty-

nine percent and continued to climb until it reached a peak of 

40 Alfred H. Brooks, et. al., Mineral Resources of Alaska 
Report on Progress of Investigations in 1919, Geological Survey, 
U. S. Department of the Interior, Bulletin No. 714, (Washington: 
Government Printing Office, 1921), pp. 64; 79. 

41 ________ , Mineral Resources of Alaska Report of Progress 
of Investigations in 1915, Geological Survey, U. S. Department of 
the Interior, Bulletin No. 642, (Washington: Government Printing 
Office, 1916), p. 17. 

42 Ibid., p. 29. 

43 Ibid., p. 61. 
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44 
forty-six cents per pound in March of 1916. This provided an 

incentive to develop the antimony deposits of Fairbanks as well as 

elsewhere in the world. Production in China also rose and eventually 

the market was glutted and most of the productive properties around 

Fairbanks were shut down in 1916. However, in 1915 about six hundred 

eighty-five tons of fifty-eight percent ore was produced in the 

Fairbanks area and shipped by water via St. Michael to a smelter in 

San Francisco.45 This returned about sixty thousand dollars to the 

producers. Production and value were doubled in the following year, 

(see Table VI, page 78), in spite of the closing of nearly all of 

the productive properties in August due to the decline in priees. 

Active interest and development work on tungsten properties 

started in 1915 because of increased demand and higher priees foster-

ed by the war. Production continued through 1918 (see Table VI, 

page 78) and then all the producing mines were closed. Tungsten 

deposits have been reopened during periods of national shortages 

44 F. L. Hess, 11Antimony, 11 Mineral Resources of the United 
States 1916 Part I - Metals, Geological Survey, U. S. Department 
of the Interior, (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1919), 
p. 728. 

45 Alfred H. Brooks, et. al., Mineral Resources of Alaska 
Report on Progress of Investigations in 1915, Geological Survey, 
U. S. Department of the Interior, Bulletin No. 642, (Washington: 
Government Printing Office, 1916), pp. 29; 59. 
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and when overseas supplies have been threatened.
46 

Fairbanks area mines and industries obtained sorne lignitic 

coal from the Nenana fields in the fall of 1919. The Alaska Rail-

road was completed from the Fairbanks terminals to the point on the 

north bank of the Tanana, directly across the river from the tracks 

in Nenana. Until 1923 the coal had to cross the river by boat in the 

summer and sled in the winter which added to the costs. Sorne coal 

was sold in Fairbanks for seven dollars a ton in carload lots in 

192o.
47 

Even after the bridge across the Tanana River was built in 

1923, the through rail connections with the coal fields did not 

give the stimulus to lode mining that was expected. Increased costs 

in other phases of mining partly offset the reduced fuel costs.48 

Nevertheless, the completion of the railroad bridge across the 

Tanana River at Nenana and the conversion of all the main line Alaska 

46 
U. S. Department of the Interior, Mineral Yearbooks 1943-

1944, Bureau of Mines, (Washington: Government Printing Office, 
1945 - 1946), p. 779: p. 656 respectively. 

Philip R. Holdsworth, Report of the Commissioner of Mines for Bien­
niums ended December 31, 1952 - December 31, 1954, Department of 
Mines, Territory of Alaska, (Juneau, Alaska: DeLong's Totem Press, 
1953- 1955), p. 48: p. 76 respectively. 

47 A. H. Brooks, et. al., Mineral Resources of Alaska Report 
on Progress of Investigations in 1920, Geological Survey, U. S. Dep­
artment of the Interior, Bulletin No. 722, (Washington: Government 
Printing Office, 1922), p. 26. 

48 
Philip S. Smith, Mineral Industry of Alaska in 1924 and 

Administrative Report, Geological Survey, U. S. Department of the 
Interior, Bulletin No. 783, (Washington: Government Printing Office, 
1926), p. s. 
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Railroad track to standard gauge prepared the way for the end of the 

period of decline and the entrance of a new phase of activity. With 

cheaper, reliable, year-around transportation, big mining companies 

became interested in the extensive low unit value placer ground of 

the Fairbanks area. 

The Revival, 1924 - 1941. The revival period was ushered in 

by the consolidation of claims under the Fairbanks Exploration Com­

pany and the development of large scale dredging. The priee increase 

of gold in 1933 and expanded mining brought relatively prosperous 

conditions to Fairbanks in a period of widespread economie depression. 

United States participation in World War II and the demands and chang­

es brought about by this conflict ended this period. 

An addition to permanence and a ne1-r er a of placer mining were 

launched in August 1924. A number of placer properties in the Fair­

banks area were consolidated under the Hammond Consolidated Gold 

Fields and the United States Smelting, Refining and Mining Company. 

The operating company was called the Fairbanks Exploration Company, 

a jointly owned enterprise. This was known locally as the 11FE" 

Company and the United States Smelting, Refining and :t-fining Company 

assumed full control in 1925. 

Undertaking a large dredging program in this area required the 

resolving of two difficult problems, pennafrost and water supply. 

The first, permafrost, was partially solved in the Klondike region of 

the Yukon Territory by the use of cold water for thawing, a technique 
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later refined and patented.49 This method required several years 

of stripping and thawing work on the ground before it was ready for 

dredging and made mining a long term, high investment proposition. 

This in itself tended to add permanence and stability because it is 

highly unlikely that money would be invested in stripping and thaw-

ing operations and then abandoned. The details of the procedure 

emphasize the planning, attachment to a site, and the investment en-

tailed, particularly because the process is still used. 

The ground is first core drilled and a very accurate determin-

ation is made of the gold values. During the summer the valueless 

overburden is removed by "hydraulic giants, 11 >fhich are moveable 

nozzles directing a powerful stream of water against the overburden, 

breaking i t up and washing i t away. Wh en the overburden is frozen 

the hydraulic giants are operated intermittently to give the ground 

a chance to thaw after being exposed to the air. After hydraulic-

ing is completed, steel points with pipes attached are driven to 

bedrock. These are spaced about twenty feet apart in a square pat-

tern and cold water is forced through these points to thaw the 

ground so that it can be dredged. Preparing the ground for dredging 

requires several years and a large investment in laber and equipment. 

Another serious consideration was the problem of adequate 

water. As pointed out earlier, the early mining operations were 

49 T. A. Rickard, 11Dredging on the Yukon," Mining and Scienti­
fic Press, Vol. XCVII, 1908, p. 355. 
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totally dependent on local precipitation for their water require-

ments and a prolonged dry spell often hal ted mining ac ti vi ty. Large 

scale operations planned by the F. E. Company needed an adequate and 

de pendable supply of water. To supply the water the Davidson Di teh 

was built from the headwaters of the Chatanika River. This ditch 

vlas over seventy miles long and required the construction of several 

large siphons to carry the water across sorne of the wider valleys 

and a tunnel three fourths of a mile in length through the height 

of land between Vault and Fox creeks. This represented a sizeable 

investment (figures not released by the company) and required care-

50 
ful and constant surveillance to arrest leakage when carrying water. 

The investment and attachment in maintenance were an expression of 

permanence by the mining industry. The value of this ditch was 

shawn in later years when other placer and lode operators experienced 

difficulties and reduced production due to water shortages.5l 

Another addition which reflected a permanent attachment was 

the F. E. Company powerhouse, completed in 1927.52 The fuel used 

50 Philip S. Smith, Mineral Industry of Alaska in 1928 and 
Administrative Report, Geological Survey, U. S. Department of the 
Interior, Bulletin No. 813, (Washington: Government Printing Office, 
1930), p. 28. 

51 
--~--' Mineral Resources of Ala~ka ReEort on Progress of 

Investigations in 1933, Geological Survey, U. S. Department of the 
Interior, Bulletin No. 864, (Washington: Government Printing Office, 
1936), p. 26. Report of a typical water shortage situation. 

52 --...,.--' Iüneral Industry of Alaska in 1928 and Adminis­
trative Report, Geological Survey, U. S. Department of the Interior, 
Bulletin No. 813, (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1930), p. 28. 
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was coal from the Nenana field and this was brought to the Garden 

Island location by the Alaska Railroad. General progress was aided 

and transportation costs for the F. E. Company were eut by cooper-

ation of the Alaska Raad Commission in building roads into areas 

where mining activity was underway and where ground was being de­

veloped..53 

The power plant, shops and offices of the F. E. Company on 

Garden Islru1d, the dredges which had been constructed on the various 

creeks, and the expanded raad network represented increases in perm-

anent attachment visible in 1930. Population in the town of Fairbanks 

increased eighty-two percent over the 1920 figure. Gold production 

approached three million dollars, the highest production since 1913. 

The years of preparation by the F. E. Company were starting to show 

in the production figures through the five dredges operated by this 

company in 1930. Four smaller dredges were also active but the 

major part of the production came from the F. E. Company dredges. 

Lode activity increased as the decade of the thirties opened. 

One handicap was the lack of experienced "hard rock" men and the use 

of placer miners in their place.54 The lack of experienced labor in 

hard rock mining has been a characteristic of the area since the early 

developments. Most of the properties were developed by local men and 

53 Fred H. Noffit, Hineral Industry of Alaska in 1925 and 
Administrative Report, Geological Survey, U. S. Department of the 
Interior, Bulletin No. 792, (Washington: Government Printing Office, 
1927)' p. 18. 

54 H;ll, ·t 54 .... op. c~ ., p. • 
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few had the skill of drilling, powder handling, mill operating, and 

other crafts which are an integral part of lode mining. The lack 

of skilled men hampered development of the lode mining industry. 

The acquisition of large blocks of placer ground in the 

Cripple Creek area, sorne six miles west of Fairbanks, by the F. E. 

Company in 1932 started a new mining expansion for the area. A 

new electric power plant and pumping station were started in 1933 to 

supply water to the Cripple Creek area. 55 (See Figure 3, page 48). 

The water was lifted over four hundred feet and then carried by 

ditch along the hills above the mining area to provide a head for 

washing away the overburden with hydraulic giants. The pumping 

station and power plant are located about five miles west of Fair-

banks and about two miles south of the Agricultural Experiment Sta-

tion. The mining expansion was in spite of the general depression 

in the United States and in many other areas of the world in the 

1930's. Here was an industry that flourished under depression con-

ditions, growing even before the gold priee increase in October of 

1933. 

Good evidence of the healthy economie conditions in the Fair-

banks area was given in the 11 Census of Partial Employment, Unemploy-

ment and Occupations," taken in 1937. The census reported seven 

55 Philip S. Smith, Hineral Resources of Alaska, Report on 
Progress of Investigations in 1933, Geological Survey, U. S. Depart­
ment of the Interior, Bulletin No. 864, (vJashington: Government 
Printing Office, 1936), p. J5. 
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hundred seventy-nine people totally unemployed in the Territory of 

Alaska. In the reporting district for Fairbanks, the Fourth Judicial 

Division, only two people were reported as totally unemployed and 

three as partially unemployed.56 Fairbanks is the major population 

concentration in the Fourth Judicial Division, hence the figures 

indicate the favorable employment situation of Fairbanks in the 

depression years, even if all the unemployed in the Judicial Division 

vlere in Fairbanks. Gold mining was largely responsible for the fav-

arable employment conditions because of the 11 good11 priee for gold, 

(thirty-five dollars an ounce), and the relatively law priee of sup-

plies and labor. At the same time, unemployment was a serious prob-

lem in the United States and many other parts of the world. 

During the period of the revival of mining activity, signi-

ficant developments of a permanent nature were noted. The expanded 

and improved highway system was built and maintained primarily to 

serve mines and miners. The Steese Highway linking Fairbanks and 

Circle City, the Elliott Highw~ joining Fox and Livengood, improve-

ments on the Richardson Highi·JaY between Fairbanks and Valdez and the 

expansion and improvement of the local raad network were built pri-

marily to serve areas of mining activity. (See Figure 5, page 60). 

The Lathrop Building, the Nordale Hotel, and other businesses with 

56 U. S. Department of Commerce, "Final Report on Total and 
Partial Unemployment 1937, 11 Census of Partial Employment, Unemployment 
and Occupations, Vol. III, Bureau of the Census, (Washington: Govern­
ment Printing Office, 1938), p. 714. 
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large investments in buildings and equipment were indirectly support-

ed by mining. The fixed investment in the power plant, ditches, 

buildings and equipment by the F. E. Company and the new stamp mills 

on various lode properties were directly due to the mineral resour-

ces. The increases in population (see Table VII), and investment in 

housing and businesses were closely related to mining. 

Enforced Closure 1942 - 1945. Mining contributed indirectly 

to permanence and the defense effort during the war years. The pool 

of labor skilled in the operation and maintenance of heavy machinery 

and the earth moving machinery of the mining industry was an asset to 

the military construction program. Much of the earth moving machin-

ery was taken over by construction companies and various government 

agencies for use in defense construction. The machinery and skilled 

labor permitted rapid expansion of military bases. Although the loss 

of equipment to the military handicapped the mining industry in the 

early post-war years, it did help in the establishment and expansion 

of the military as a support of Fairbanks. 

Production remained nearly normal in the Fairbanks area in 

1942 despite competition for manpower and loss of equipment to mili-

tary construction. However, the Gold Mine Closure Order, i1ar Produc-

tian Order 1-208, was issued on October 8, 1942 and shut dawn the 

operations near the end of the productive placer season.57 

57 U. S. Department of the Interior, Minerals Yearbook 
Bureau of Hines, (~vashington: Government Prin ting Office, 19 5 



TABLE VII 

POPULATION FAIRBANKS AREA ALASKA 

.l21.Q. 1920 ~ 122.2. l22Q .12.21. 
Fairbanks ),541 1,155 2,101 3,455 5,771 15,257 

Surrounding 
Villages ~ri. th-

11 ,867* in 25 miles. 1,141 201 138 963 2,596 

TOTAL 4,b"82 1,356 2,239 4,418 8,3-bf 27,124 

* vii thin a twenty mile radius of Fairbanks. 

Sources: U. S. Department of Commerce, U. S. Census Bureau 
Reports 1910-1950, (Washington: Government Printing Office). 

Helen Eyinck, Civil Defense Population Surve1-, October 20, 
1957, p2, mimeographed. 
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The year 1943 marked the low point of mining activity. Sev-

eral small placer claims and one lode property formed the mining 

industry of the area in that year. 58 The strict regulations imposed 

by the Mine Closure Order were eased in the following year and two 

F. E. Company dredges vJere reactivated. The arder was not fully 

rescinded until July 1, 1945 which was late in the season to open 

mining. 

Although gold mining, the major mining activity in the Fair-

banks area, was hard hit by the war, tungsten mining experienced a 

brief revival. There was activity and some production at the tung-

sten deposits in the vicinity of Gilmore Dame. (See Figure 3, page 

48). A limited amount of antimony was recovered as a bJProduct of 

gold lode mining. Production of tungsten and antimony is possible 

only when the priee is very high. Favorable priees existed because 

of war demands and shortages created by the loss of overseas sources. 

The period of production was short lived but did illustrate a degree 

of versatility in the mining industry that has favorable connotations 

from the standpoint of permanence. 

The Post-lfar Adjustment, 1945 - 1953. In this period mining 

assumed a less dominating role in pennanence than in the pre-1var period 

due ta the addition of the military, expansion in transportation ac-

tivity and a general expansion of the economy of Fairbanks. 

5S Ibid. 



102 

Mining employment has climbed slowly since the war. The 

severe competition for labor and the increased wages offered by the 

construction industry in the post-war years plus the increased costs 

of supplies and the fixed priee of gold have forced the mine opera­

tors to operate very efficiently or close their properties. Lode 

properties were particularly vulnerable to the changed economie con­

ditions of the post-war period. Operations like the Cleary Hill mine 

were in production for a short time but reverted to a maintenance basis 

with one or two men employed during the summer. However, these oper­

ations stand ready to be reactivated when economie conditions again 

become favorable. 

Placer gold activity has always been the mainst~ of mining 

in the Fairbanks area. The production figures in Table VI, page 78, 

bear this out and also show that this area has been the major placer 

gold producer of Alaska since the late twenties. The dominant posi­

tion has been due to the dredges of the F. E. Company working the 

extensive law unit value placer ground of the valleys adjacent to 

Fairbanks . In the pos t-war period this company has employed from 

two hundred men, immediately following the war, to five hundred and 

fifty men since 1951. (See Table VIII) . These figures are for the 

dredging season which extends from March 1st to October 1st in mos t 

years. 

In addition, approximately one hundred twenty-five men remain 



TABLE VIII 

UNITED STATES SMELTING, MINING AND REFINING COMPfu.liJY, 

FAIRBANKS DEPARTHENT, (F. E. COMPANY) EMPLOYMENT 

1946 - 1958* 

Year 

1945-1946 

1947-1948 

1949-1950 

1951-1952 

1953-1954 

1955-1956 

1957-1958 

. . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . 
. . . . . . . . . . 

Employment 

198 

440 

335 

550 

550 

475 

350 
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Sources: Benjamin D. Stewart, Report of the ~_pmùssioner of Hines 
for the Biennium ended. December 31, 194"b, Department of Hines, 
Territory of Alaska. 

~~---' Report of the Commissioner of Mines to the Gov­
ernor of Alaska for Biennium ended December 31, 1948, Department 
of Mines, Territory of Alaska, (Juneau, Alaska: 1949). 

Leo H. Saarela, Report of the Commissioner of Mines for the 
Biennium ended December )1, 12)0, (Juneau, Alaska: 1951). 

Phil R. Holdsworth, Report of the Cornmissioner of Hines f~ 
Biennium ended December 31, 1952, Department of Mines, Territory 
of Alaska, (Juneau, Alaska: 1953). 

_______ , Reports of the Commissioner ~of r-1ines for Bienniums 
ended December 1 1954 and December 31, 195b,Department of Hines, 
Territory of Alaska, Juneau, Alaska: DeLong's Totem Press, 1955 
and 1957). 

, Report of the Commissioner of Hines for Biennium 
ended D-e-ce-m-:-b-e-r 31, 1958, Dept. of Mines, State of Alaska, (Juneau, 
Alaska: n. d.). 
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in the employ of the F. E. Company the year around.59 Unfortunately, 

it is the company policy not to make public information on remaining 

years of operating life and exhaustion of reserves. 60 Information 

of this kind would be extremely valuable in assessing the future 

role of placer rnining in the permanence of settlernent in Fairbanks. 

However, it is believed that the F. E. Company operations will con-

tinue for many years to come, based on the extensive holdings of the 

Company in the various valleys around Fairbanks which have not yet 

been dredged and also on the purchase of the Callahan Zinc and Lead 

Company dredge in the nearby Livengood area. 61 

Fairbanks has long played the role of a mining center. In the 

post-war period this role seems to be growing stronger. Evidence of 

this is shown in the construction of the new Brooks Building on the 

campus of the University of Alaska and the choice of the Fairbanks 

Office of the United States Geological Survey as the information 

62 
distribution center for Alaska. The new Brooks Building has 

59 Personal correspondence with Mr. J. D. Crawford, Vice 
President and General Manager of Alaskan Operations, United States 
Smelting, Refining and Mining Company, Fairbanks, Alaska. August 15, 
1953. 

60 Ibid. 

61 Philip R. Holdsworth, Report of the Commissioner of Mines 
for the Biennium ended Decernber 1 1954, Department of Mines, Terri­
tory of Alaska, Juneau, Alaska: DeLong's Totem Press, 1955). 

62 U. S. Department of the Interior, Information Service, 
for release March 1, 1955, U. S. Geological Survey, (Washington: 
Government Printing Office, n. d. ), p. 1. 
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greatly improved the facilities for research and study of geology 

and mining in the Territory. The value of the academie work is 

enhanced by the inclusion of the Fairbanks area office of the United 

States Geological Survey in the building and the assay office of the 

Territorial Department of Mines. Here is a desirable combination 

which provides a close liaison between the theoretical and practical 

sides of geology and mining. 

Further support of the central role of the Fairbanks area in 

the mining industry is shawn by the number of mining operators and 

companies mining outside the Fairbanks area who list Fairbanks add­

resses in their reports to the Territorial Department of Mines. 

These are shown in Table IX. Although it is known that this list is 

not complete and not all miners headquartering or wintering in Fair­

banks list Fairbanks addresses, it is an indication of the role 

Fairbanks has in the mining industry of Alaska. The use of Fairbanks 

as a headquarters for mine operators and for mine operation outside 

the Fairbanks area is a definite contribution to permanence. It 

shows that the contribution of mining to the support of Fairbanks 

is not totally dependent on the mineral resources in the immediate 

vicinity. Instead, it is spread over much of the Second and Fourth 

Judicial Divisions. The distribution is revealed in an examination 

of the location of the operations of the various miners and mining 

companies. (See Table IX). In addition, there are a number of miners 

who winter in Fairbanks, but report other addresses for their mining 

operations. The money spent for supplies, transportation, and living 



Year 

1935 
1936 
1937 
1938 
1939 
1940 

1941 
1942 
1943 
1944 
1945 

1946 
1947 
1948 
1949 
1950 

1951 
1952 
1953 
1954 
1955 

1956 
1957 
1958 

TABLE IX 

NUI-ffiER, TYPE AND LOCATION OF HINING OPERATIONS 

FAIRBANKS AREA, ALASKA 

1935 - 1958 
Office 

Offices in Fbks. Offices Out- Offices & in Fbks 
Operations out- side Fbks, Oper. Fbks Oper. 
side Fbks. Area. Oper. in Area Are a. Outside 
Pl Lo Oth* Pl Lo Oth Pl Lo Oth Total 

5 1 0 0 0 0 9 22 0 6 
5 1 0 0 0 0 9 22 0 6 

17 1 0 0 1 0 13 20 0 18 
17 1 0 0 1 0 13 20 0 18 
15 2 0 2 5 0 12 9 0 17 
15 2 0 2 5 0 12 9 0 17 

-
- - - - - - - - - -
- - - - - - - - - -
- - - - - - - - - -
- - - - - - - - - -
33 5 2 1 0 Q 16 -9 0 40 

33 5 2 1 0 0 16 9 0 40 
39 4 2 1 1 0 18 8 0 45 
39 4 2 1 1 0 18 8 0 45 
29 2 2 1 1 0 13 7 0 33 
29 2 2 1 1 0 13 7 0 33 

29 4 1 1 1 0 10 10 0 34 
29 3 1 1 1 0 10 11 0 33 
26 5 3 2 1 0 15 6 0 31-1-
24 5 5 0 1 0 14 4 - 34 
23 8 5 2 0 0 10 5 3 36 

23 7 6 2 0 0 9 8 3 36 
18 1+ 6 0 1 0 9 5 3 28 
17 J.~ 6 0 1 0 9 5 3 27 
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Office 
Outside Office 
Opor.in & Oper. 
A~. in Fbks. 
Total Total 

0 31 
0 31 
1 33 
1 33 
7 21 
7 21 

- -
- -
- -
- -
1 25 

1 15 
2 26 
2 26 
2 20 
" 20 t:. 

2 20 
2 21 
'{ 21 _; 

- 18 1 

2 18 

2 20 
1 17 
1 17 

Source: B. D. Stewart, L. H. Saarela, Ph1l R. Holdsworth, Re~ort of 
Cormnissioner of l.fines for Biennias ended December 31, 193o to 
December 31, 19.58, Territorial Depo.rtment of Mines, (Juneau, Al:J.skaJ. 

* Pl - Placer: Lo - Lode: Oth - Other. 
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expenses in Fairbanks by the group operating outside the environs 

promotes a healthy economie condition, a basic support of Fairbanks, 

according the basic-nonbasic concept set forth by Alexander. 63 The 

strengthening of the geology, mining and metallurgy offerings of 

the University of Alaska and the increased staff and services of the 

United States Geological Survey are factors in favor of a continua-

tion or even a growth of this trend. The recent (1954) addition of 

oil companies and radioactive mineral exploration headquarters in 

Fairbanks may be forerunners of further diversification of the mining 

base and growth of the central function of Fairbanks in mining and 

mineral exploitation.
64 

The headquarters for the exploration acti-

vity in Navy Petroleum Reserve Four were located in Fairbanks until 

exploration ceased in 1953. Under different strategie and economie 

considerations or under a different administrative policy in Wash-

ington, D. C. the petroleum reserve activity could be reactivated 

and Fairbanks would probably again be selected for the headquarters. 

The proposai for the development of the Gubik natural gas field for 

civilian use would give Fairbanks a key role in the distribution 

63 John W. Alexander, "The Basic-Nonbasic Concept of Urban 
Economie Functions," Economie Geography, Vol. XXX, No. 3, July 1954, 
pp. 246-261. 

64 Philip R. Holdsworth, Report of the Commissioner of Mines 
for the Biennium ended December 31, 1954, Department of Mines, Terri­
tory of Alaska, {Juneau, Alaska: DeLong's Totem Press, 1955), pp. 107-
108. . 
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system as well as a new source of power, if the proposal becomes a 

reality. 65 At the present time it seems unlikely that the Navy 

would consent to release the gas field from the withdrawal area. 

There would also be the additional problem of financing the con-

struction of the pipeline and the distribution facilities. 

Summary. Mining initiated the original settlement of the 

Fairbanks area. The rich placer deposits provided the support for 

many of the permanent attachments that helped hold the settlement 

through the period of declining production. The presence of large 

quantities of lower value placer ground and the lode deposits which 

needed lower cost transportation in order to be exploited were a 

big factor in justifying the construction of the Alaska Railroad. 

The mining industry also played an important role in attracting 

the Alaska Agricultural College and School of ~ünes which later 

became the University of Alaska. The entry of the United States 

Smelting, Mining and Refining Company into placer gold dredging 

provided an important element of stabili ty and permanence in the 

life of the area that had previously been lacking. The huge invest-

ment in mining equipment, placer claims, power plants, ditches and 

stripping operations which are years ahead of actual gold production 

are factors which make for permanence in the placer mining operations. 

The currently inactive lode operations provide a reassuring cushion 

65 Alaska Development Board, Possibility of Commercial Dev­
elopment of Gubik Gas Field and Use of Natural Gas as a Source of 
Heat and Power in the Railbelt Area of Alaska, (Juneau, Alaska: 
June JO, 1954,) p. 11. 
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against the "hard times" that proved useful in the depression of the 

19JO's. Up to 1940 the mining industry provided the major support 

for the Fairbanks area. The expressions of permanence which have 

come from this support are largely due to the efforts of the men 

who have guided the businesses and government of Fairbanks through 

the years. Why Fairbanks has attracted this type of men is a puz­

zling question, for which there is no known answer at present. The 

late Mr. Austin Lathrop, long known as Alaska's only rnillionaire 

who lived in the Territory, lived in Fairbanks and conducted his 

businesses from this point. Among his interests was the Healy River 

Coal Corporation which operated in the Healy coal fields with head­

quarters in Fairbanks. Through his mining and other interests he 

made several contributions to permanence in Fairbanks. One was the 

Lathrop Building, where he maintained his business headquarters; 

another was the source of capital which he provided for various enter­

prises including mining. He was also responsible for sorne of the 

significant amenities, a radio station and two first rate movie houses. 

Energetic and responsible men have long been associated with 

mining in Fairbanks and this, plus a type of mining that requires a 

substantial investment (that is, shaft and drift mining in the early 

days) , large scale mechanized placer mining and lode mining, have 

combined to add pennanence which is not generally characteristic of 

gold mining areas. 

In short, the characteristics of the mining industry, described 
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in the foregoing account, and the unusual type of men associated 

with the industry have accounted for its sizeable contribution to 

permanence. 



CHAPTER V 

AGRICULTURE 

Agriculture has made sorne contribution to permanent settle-

ment in the Fairbanks area from the earliest days. The contribution 

of farming has varied, depending in large part on the attractiveness 

of alternate forms of employment. Mining and military construction 

work serve as two outstanding examples of economie activities which 

have been responsible for slumps in agricultural interest and pro-

duction. 

A significant factor in the early success and growth of the 

Fairbanks area was the presence of land suitable for agriculture. 

Today the extent of this land is estimated to be possibly three 

1 
hundred thousand acres. Early development of agriculture was large-

ly due to the high costs of transportation and the uncertainties of 

transportation facilities. Freight charges of one hundred thirty-

five dollars to two hundred twenty dollars per ton prevailed for 

2 
water transportation from Seattle to Fairbanks in 1904. The high 

freight charges provided in effect a 11protecti ve tariff11 which 

1 Hugh A. Johnson, Present and Potential Agricultural Areas 
in Alaska, Alaska Agricultural Experiment Station, U. S. Department 
of Agriculture, Bulletin No. 15, (Washington: Government Printing 
Office), p. 16. 

2 Chester \-1. Purrington, Hethods a.Yid Costs of Gravel and 
Placer Mining in Alaska,_ Geological Survey, U. S. Department of 
the Interior, Bulletin No. 263, (Washington: Government Printing 
Office, 1905), p. 233. 
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allowed agriculture to compete with the successful and renumerative 

mining, the support of the area. 

During the winter of 1904, residents of Fairbanks petitioned 

the Secretary of Agriculture for the establishment of an Agricultural 

Experiment Station.J The interest of the people of Fairbanks in 

expanding and improving farming was taken as evidence of their con-

sideration of agriculture as a continuing form of economie activity. 

The Agricultural Experiment Station was established by Executive 

Order on March 22, 1906.4 Agriculture grew and prospered during 

the period of increasing gold production, largely because of the econ-

omic incentive provided by the high freight rates. Reliable, factual 

information on agricultural production and development during this 

and succeeding periods is sketchy and fragmentary. Recorded data 

is shmm on Table X. 

Agriculture grew during the period of declining gold produc-

tian which lasted from 1910 to the completion of the Alaska Railroad 

in 1923. The demand for agricultural products exceeded the local 

supply and with reduced employment and opportunity in mining, agri-

culture became a more attractive source of incarne. Although there 

J C. C. Georgeson, Report on Agricultural Investigations in 
Alaska , 1905, Office of Experiment Stations, U. S. Department of 
Agriculture, Bulletin No. 169, (Washington: Government Printing Office, 
1906)' p. s. 

4 
--~~' Annual Report of Alaska Agricultural Experiment 

Stations for 1 07, Office of Experiment Stations , U. S. Department 
of Agriculture , Washington: Government Printing Office, 1908), p . 12 . 
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TABLE X 

AGRICUDrURE - FAIRBANKS AREA, .ALASKA 

ACRF..S IN ACRES IN Ol'HER ACRES LAND FILED ON AND NUMBER OF LAND FILED ON 
~ CUill' IV AT ION ParATOES HAY GRAIN !viDEr ABLES CROPS IDLE CATTLE HOGS HOMESTEADERS PATENTID CLAIMS NO PATENI'S ISSUED 

Acres Cla.ims 

1904 Present 
for meat 
supply 

1905 82 on file 

1906 

1907 

1 

28 acres on Some hot he uses. A dozen or 
ltwo farms AfP more men In! king money in 

1 market ga.r< ening. -.. 

1908 :Many acres 1.30 on file 

1 

in Fairbanks 
Recording Dist· 

1 ri ct. --1909 180 - 190 i 1 
1 

Wm. 
1 1 Young 1 i 

j 1 65 -· ., _ ··- -- -
1 1910 

1 

! 
A i'arm 

1 i 60 1 

1911 20 growers ! i 

i 1 Ll Fair. Lack of ! 30 milk 200 or more Agricultur i 
i ! ! i cows grading hu ~ pota:t.oe market 

1912 300 tons 1 ! 1 1 Disease ki led 75% hog 
1 : ! 1 

1 population i 
1913 

1 

! 
1 l Drought, e< rly freeze hurt 
1 

agricul turc • Rabbits serious 
: ! j pests. 

1914 More than Estima te i ' 
-~ l Estima te Est. 12,457 87 1 40 ; 

1 
1 1000 700 tons i l 1 

40 dairy 300 
1 
1 COW$ 

1915 1 3,504 20 1 80 
1916 1,088 7 
1917 720 6 
1918 550 tons 320 2 
1919 999 acres 153 acre~ 144acrr. 98 on surveyed 680 5 

cleared by reported 500 bu. ar- 1 land. Estima tc d 1 38 farmers 220 acre:: ! vested, est- l 

1 

75 outside sur 
estima tee 

1 imated. 1 
1 veyed area i 



ACRES IN ACRES IN 
YEAR CULTIVATION ParATOES HAY 

1920 1764 150 500 

1921 1499 152 10.36 

1922 

1923 924 65 

1924 

1925 

1926 

1927 

1928 

1929 

1930 

1931 
i932 
1933 
1934 
1935 
1936 
1937 
1938 Few hundred 

acres 

TABLE X ( eontinued) 

AGRICULTURE - FAIRBANKS AREA, ALASKA 

orHER ACRES 
GRAIN ~El'ABLFS CROPS IDLE CATTLE HO•lS HOMESTEADERS 

6000 :su. 107 
harveste~ 

211 100 321 

.. 

567 129 81 157 48 farms oper-
a ting 

Over 40 ~ons 

of flour 
produced 

50 sett1ers 
more or 1ess 
dependent on 
al!ri~n1ture 

87 cows 

200 acre 
oats 

1 
1 

i 

ll4 

LAND FILED ON AND HUMBER OF LAND FILED ON 
PATENTED CLAIMS NO PATENTS ISSUED 

Acres Claims 

468 5 

281 2 Flourmill l egins operation 
in Decembel 

2543 20 No grain pz oduetion, early 
freeze 

275 2 

ll55 8 

779 6 

740 12 

618 4 

684 6 

354 3 

- -
h66 ~ 

322 ., 
697 10 ·-· 

lhh8 lE) 
1113 10 
618 6 - . . ~ . 

1 2043 16 
i 
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TABLE X (continued) 

AGRICULTURE - FAIRBANKS AREA, ALASKA 
~- ·· 

ACRES IN ACRES IN OTHER ACRES LAND FILED ON AND NUJŒER OF LAND FILED ON 
YEAR CULTIVATION PDrATOES HAY GRAIN VIDEr ABLES CROPS IDLE C.Al'TLE Hoœ HO:MESTEADERS PATENTED CLAIYS NO PATENTS ISSUED 

J.cres C1aims 

1939 Few hundred 1706 154 30 Farms re- 1377 13 1 107 
acres porting crop 

land 

1940 620 1356 41 Farms 1679 21 
Approx, 

1941 87 924 13 
1942 594 9 1 43 
1943 880 12 1 80 
1944 1265 16 1 40 

1945 1.400 Approx- Over Cab bage ~00 cows 976 14 1 120 
imatel.y 100 10 acres 

1946 2187 26 11 724 

1947 522. 134a 194 ll3.4• n• hOa 134& Not more than 4086 51 59 4739 
.30 full & part 
time farm.ers. 

a 
Statistics on 19 of 25 reporting farmse 



TABLE X ( cont.inued) 

AGRICULTURE - FAIRBANKS AREA, _u.ASK.A. 

.. 

ACRES IN !CRiS IN arHER ACRES 
YEAR CULTIVATION PGrATOES HAY GRAIN VEGEI' ABLES CROPS IDLE 

1948 

1949 510a 1368 688 
174 51 a ar; a 1438 

2039 1017 725 
harvest· acres 
ed. 

1950 484b 90b 54b 18b 54b 72b 198b 

1951 

1952 702c 216c 72c 90c 18c 198C 108c 

1953 2,260 590 635 205 65 140 625 

1954 2,500 475 6o 1965 

1955 2,675 330 34 1477 834 

1956 2,876 498 26 1546 806 

a 
Report of 17 farms exeludes two large dairies and two hog farms. 

b Report of 18 farms 

0 a-port of 18 farms 

d To June 30, 1952 

CATTLE HOGS HOIŒSTEADERS 

Not more than 
30 full and 
part time 
farmera 

178 43 Farms rçort-
ing cropland.. 
About )0 farmers 
selling cropa 

184 127 

Over 50 selling 
erops 

284 25 

241 62 

116 

LAND FIIED ON AND NU1lBER OF LAND FILED ON 
PATENTED CT.& TV~ NO P_AX_ENTS ISSUED 

Acres ClaiD.s 

2757 33 46 4093 

2857 43 53 4492 

812 11 65 5879 

89 7246 

134 1,2660d 
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Sources For Data Shawn In Table No. X 

1904: L. M. Prindle, The Gold Placers of the Fortymile, Birch Creek, 
and Fairbanks Regions, Alaska, Geological Survey, U. S. 
Department of the Interior, Bulletin No. 251, (Washington: 
Government Printing Office, 1905), p. 13; 72. 

1905: C. C. Georgeson, Report on Agricultural Investigations in Alaska, 
Office of Experimental Stations, U. S. Department of Agri­
culture, Bulletin No. 169, (Washington: Government Print-
ing Office, 1906), p. 17. 

1907: , Annual Report of Alaska Agricultural Experiment Sta-
tions for 1907. Office of Experiment Stations, U. S. 
Department of Agriculture, (Washington: Government Print­
ing Office, 1908), Pp. 14-15; 16; 79; 81-82. 

1908: U. S. Department of the Interior, Report of the Governor of 
the District of Alaska to the Secretary of the Interior 
1908, Office of Experiment Stations, U. S. Department 
of Agriculture, (Washington: Government Printing Office, 
1910), pp. 6. 

1908: C. C. Georgeson, Annual Report of Alaska Agricultural Experi­
ment Stations for 1908, Office of Experiment Stations, 
U. S. Department of Agriculture, (Washington: Government 
Printing Office, 1909), p. 44. 

1909: , Annual Report of Alaska Agricultural Experiment 
Stations for 1909, Office of Experiment Stations, U. S. 
Department of Agriculture, (Washington: Government Print­
ing Office, 1910), p. 28-30 . 

William Young and William \iaechter, "Pro of of Alaska' s Resour­
ces,11 Alaska Yukon Magazine, Vol. IX, April 1910, p. 325. 
Production report on farm of \oJïlliam Young. 

1910: C. C. Georgeson, Annual Report of Alaska Agricultural Experi­
ment Stations f or 1910 , Office of Experiment Stations , 
U. S. Department of Agriculture, (Washington: Government 
Printing Office, 1911), p . 59. 

1911 : U. S. Department of the Interior, Report of the Governor of 
the District of Alaska to the Secre t ary of the Interior 
1911, n·lashi ngton: Government Pri nting Office , 1912), p. 15. 
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Sources For Data Shawn In Table No. X 

( continued). 

1911: C. C. Georgeson, Annual Report of Alaska Agricultural Experi­
ment Stations for 1911, Office of Experiment Stations, 
U. S. Department of Agriculture, (Washington: Government 
Printing Office, 1912), pp. 49; 64. 

1912: C. C. Georgeson, Annual Report of Alaska Agricultural Experi­
ment Stations for 1912, Office of Experiment Stations, U. 
S. Department of Agriculture, (Washington: Government 
Printing Office, 1913), pp. 46; 48. 

1913: , Annual Report of Alaska Agricultural Experiment 
Stations for 1913, Office of Experiment Stations, U. S. 
Department of Agriculture, (Washington: Government Print­
ing Office, 1914), pp. 14-15. 

1914: Hugh Hammond Bennett and T. B. Rice, "Soil Reconnaissance in 
Alaska, with an Estimate of Agricultural Possibilities," 
Bureau of Soils Field Operation Report (191~, Sixteenth 
Report, Bureau of Soils, U. S. Department of Agriculture, 
(Washington: Government Printing Office, Sept. 20, 1915), 
pp. 189; 201; 207; 208. 

1918: C. C. Georgeson, Annual Report of Alaska Agricultural Experiment 
Stations for 1918, States Relations Service, U. S. Depart­
ment of Agriculture, (Washington: Government Printing Office, 
1920)' p. 64. 

1919: C. C. Georgeson, Annual Report of the Alaska Agricultural Exper­
iment Stations for 1919, States Relations Service, U. S. 
Department of Agriculture, (Washington: Government Print­
ing Office, 1920), pp. 8; 9; 53; 54. 

1920: , Annual Report of Alaska Agricultural Experimen~ 
Stations 1920, States Relations Service, U. S. Department 
of Agriculture, (Washington: Government Printing Office;. 
1922), pp. 9; 47. 

Hugh A. Johnson, Present and Potential Agricultural Areas in 
Alaska, Alaska Agricultural Experiment Station, U. S. 
Department of Agriculture, Bulletin No. 15, (Washington: 
Government Printing Office, 1953), p. 12. 

1921: C. C. Georgeson, Report of the Alaska Agricultural Experiment 
Stations 1921, Alaska Agricultura.l Experiment Stations, 
U. S. Department of Agriculture, (Washington: Government 
Printing Office, 1923), pp. 3;32. 
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Sources For Data Shawn In Table No. X 

( continued). 

1922: C. C. Georgeson, Report of the Alas~a Agricultural Experiment 
Stations 1922, Alaska Agricultural Experiment Stations, 
U. S. Department of Agriculture, (\tJashington: Government 
Printing Office, 1923), p. 2. 

1923: A. W. Greely, Handbook of Alaska, Its Resources, Products 
and Attractions in 1924, 3d. Edition, (New York: Charles 
Scribners and Sons, 1925), pp. 142-143. 

1926: U. S. Department of the Interior, Annual Report of the Govern­
or of Alaska to the Secretary of the Interior for the 
Fiscal Year Ended June JO, mz, (Washington: Government 
Printing Office, 1927), p. 90. 

1928: C. C. Georgeson, and W. L. G. Joerg, "The Possibilities of 
Agricultural Settlement in Alaska," Pioneer Settlement, 
American Geographical Society Special Publication No. 
14, (New York: American Geographical Society, 1932), p. 
59 •. 

1929: U. S. Department of Agriculture, Report of the Alaska Agri­
cultural Experiment Stations 1929, Alaska Agricultural 
Experiment Stations, (Washington: Government Printing 
Office, 1930), pp. 2; 10-11; 45. 

1930: F. L. Higgins, Oat Production in Alaska, Alaska Agricultural 
Experiment Stations, U. S. Department of Agriculture, 
Bulletin No. 10, (Washington: Government Printing Office, 
1932)' p. 3. 

1938: Louis P. Merrill, and William A. Rockie, "Erosion Gondi tions 
in the Yukon-Tanana Region of Alaska," December 1938, 
Abstract seen in George Sundborg, Bibliography and Abstracts 
on the Subject of riculture in Alaska 1867-1942, (Juneau, 
Alaska: National Resources Planning Board, 19 2 , p. 128. 

1939: Robert J. Coffman and Hugh A. Johnson, Agricultural Land Use 
in Alaska, Alaska Agricultural Experiment Station, U. S. 
Department of Agriculture, (Palmer, Alaska: September 
19 54) ' p • 1 0 • 

George Sundborg, Opportunity in Alaska, (New York: Macmillan 
Company, 1945), pp. 85-86. 



1940: 

1941: 

1945: 
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Sources For Data Shawn In Table No. X 

( continued) • 

Fritz Bartz, Alaska,(Stuttgart, Germany: K. F. Koehler Verlag, 
1950)' p. 276. 

British Columbia and Yukon-Alaska High1-ray Commission, Report 
on the Proposed Highwgy Through British Columbia and the 
Yukon Territo!Y to Alaska! August 1941, (Ottawa: King's 
Printer, 1942), p. 44. 

U. S. Department of Agriculture, Report on Exploratory Invest­
igations of Agricultural Problems of Alaska, Agricultural 
Research Administration, Miscellaneous Publication No. 
700, (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1949), pp. 
41; 139; 144. 

George W. Gasser, The Tanana Valley, Circular No. 2, (Juneau, 
Alaska; Alaska Development Board, April 1, 1946), p. 15. 

1947: O. L. Himms, et. al., Some Economie Aspects of Farming in 
Alaska With Chief Attention to the Matanuska Valley, 
Alaska Agricultural Experiment Station, Bureau of Agri­
cultural Economies, U. S. Department of Agriculture, 
Progress Report, (Washington: Government Printing Office, 
January 1950), p. 21. 

1949: Richard A. Andrews and Hugh A. Johnson, Farming in Alaska, 
Alaska Agricultural Experiment Station, U. S. Department 
of Agriculture, Bulletin No. 20, (Palmer, Alaska: October 
1956)' p. 5. 

Clarence A. Moore, Farming in the Matanuska and Tanana Valleys 
of Alaska, Alaska Agricultural Experiment Station, U. S. 
Department of Agriéulture, Bulletin No. 14, (Washington: 
Government Printing Office, January 1952), p. 17. 

Robert J. Coffman and Hugh A. Johnson, Agricultural Land Use 
in Alaska, Alaska Agricultural Experiment Station, U. S. 
Department of Agriculture, (Palmer, Alaska: September 1954), 
pp. 10; 16; 45; 46. 

1950: Clarence A. Hoore, Farming in the Hatanuska and Tanana Valleys 
of Alaska, Alaska Agricul tural Experiment Station, U. S. 
Department of Agriculture, Bulletin No. 14, (Washington: 
Government Printing Office, January 1952), p. 17. 
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Sources For Data Shawn In Table No. X. 

(continued). 

1952: Richard A. Andrews, Farming in the Alaskan Railbelt 1922, 
Alaska Agricultural Experiment Station, U. S. Department 
of Agriculture, Circular No. 4, (Palmer, Alaska: October 
1953), p. 21(mimeographed). 

1953: Richard A. Andrews, H. P. Gazaway and Ed Liebenthal, Agri­
cultural Production Alaska 1952, Alaska Agricultural 
Experiment Station, U. S. Department of Agriculture, 
Preliminary, (Palmer, Alaska: 1954), pp. 5-6. 

1954: Richard A. Andrews and Hugh A. Johnson, F~ing in Alaska, 
Alaska Agricultural Experiment Station, U. S. Department 
of Agriculture, Bulletin No. 20, (Palmer, Alaska : October 
1956), pp. 4-5. 

1955: U. S. Departrnent of Agriculture, Agricultural Produc~ 
Alaska 1955, Alaska Agricultural Experiment Station and 
Alaska Department of Agriculture, n. d. mimeographed, 
pp. 1-5. 

1956: U. S. Department of Agriculture, Farm Production Alaska 
1956, Alaska Agricultural Experiment Station and Alaska 
Department of Agriculture, n. d. mimeographed , pp. 1-5. 
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are variations in the reports available during this period, it is 

apparent that the expansion of agricultural activity and production 

is the keynote. Reported acreage in cultivation reached a peak 

of more than seventeen hundred acres in 1920, (see Table X, page 

114). 

The appropriation of the public domain by homesteading 

was recorded by a branch of the General Land Office, U. S. Department 

of the Interior, established in the Fairbanks area in 1914. The 

nurnber of homesteaders is recorded under Nurnber of Claims for each 

year on Table No. X, pages 113 - 116. The amount of land appropriat-

ed is listed Under Land Filed On and Patented and Land Filed On, 

No Patent Issued. The division is an important one because only those 

who carried through and received a patent can be considered as pot­

ential farmers. 5 The large number of claims for which no patent has 

been issued from 1947 to 1952 requires explanation. Many of those 

homesteaders have undoubtedly received a patent for their land. It 

is possible to extend the time for completing the requirements to 

as muchas five years. 6 From six months to as muchas three or four 

years is required for the government to issue the patent after the 

5 A patent is a deed from the government, transferring 
the land to private ownership. 

6 u. S. Department of the Interior, Information Relative 
to the Use and Disposal of Public Lands and Resources in Alaska, 
Bureau of Land Hanagement, Information Bulletin No. 2, (revised), 
('Vlashington: Government Printing Office, 1957), p.30-31. 
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7 requirements are completed. After World War II the issuance of a 

patent became an even less reliable indicator of agricultural inter-

est due to the relaxation of cultivation requirements for veterans 

of military service. An expanded discussion of this problem occurs 

later in the chapter. 

The large number of homesteads recorded in 1914 reflected the 

formal transfer of records from the United States Commissioner to the 

General Land Office following the official government survey which 

established townships and sections in the area.8 

Construction crews started building the line of the Alaska 

Railroad from Fairbanks to North Nenana in 1916 which expanded agri-

9 cultural markets for vegetables and potatoes. The horses used in 

the construction and the high grain priees of the World War I period 

1 d t t . od t' 10 e o grea er gr~n pr uc ~on. 

The Farmers Agricultural Association, a local group, in 1920 

7 U. S. Department of the Interior, General Land Office 
Records, Bureau of Land Nanagement, Land Office, Fairbanks, Alaska, 
July 1952. (unpublished). 

8 
Ibid. 

in 1913 and the 
The cadastral survey of the Fairbanks area started 
General Land Office records were opened in 1914. 

9 C. C. Georgeson, Annual Report of the Alaska Agricultural 
Experiment Stations 1916, Office of Experiment Stations, States 
Relations Service, U. S. Department of Agriculture, (Washington: 
Government Printing Office, 1918), p. 50. 

10 
~--~~' Report of the Alaska Agricultural Exoeriment 

Stations 1920, States Relations Service, U. S. Department of Agri­
culture, (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1922), p. 9. 
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purchased and brought to Fairbanks a flour mill capable of milling 

11 
twenty-five barrels of flour per day. This association was sup-

ported by the businessmen of Fairbanks who financed the mill. 12 

The mill operated until the early thirties when it burned. At that 

time interest in agriculture was at a low ebb and the mill was not 

rebuilt. 

Before the addition of the Alaska Railroad to the transporta-

tian service of the area, local agricultural production was a valuable 

asset in face of the uncertainties of river boat transportation. Agri-

culture also aided in checking the population exodus through the 

declining gold production period which provided an alternate form of 

economie activity and thereby added stability and permanence. 

A decline started following the completion of the railroad 

which continued virtually unchecked until the revival of homestead-

ing following World War II. Several factors contributed to the 

decline. The most obvious was the improved and cheapened transporta-

tian provided by ~he railroad following its completion in 1923 which 

improved the competitive position of producers in the United States. 

Another factor closely linked with this was the generally law agri-

cultural priees that prevailed in American agriculture during the 

decades of 1920 and 1930. A third and very important f actor was the 

attractive employment alternative offered by the new type of mining. 

11 Ibid . p . 9. 
12 Ibid. p. 39. 
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The completion of the railroad provided transportation conditions 

which made it possible to start large scale gold dredging operations. 

The dredging provided stable employment with a fairly good incarne 

that had advantages over agriculture. The risk inherent in sub-

arctic agriculture made mining employment attractive. Also the 

reduced profits in agriculture due to the lower priees in the United 

States and cheaper transportation made the mining industry a desirable 

economie alternative. 13 

During \oJ'orld 1-lar II the attractive employment provided by 

military construction proved a superior attraction to agriculture. 

The high wages and acute shortage of all kinds of labor for construc-

tian took men from agriculture. Food priees were regulated and held 

dawn by government control while construction wages climbed with 

many hours of overtime each week. 

The lack of sizeable investments in production equipment, 

barns and other outbuildings, land clearing, houses, and other farm 

necessities simplified the chang3 to construction work and other 

lucrative employment. Huch of the farming machinery was horse drawn, 

inadequate and dated back to the earlier period of greater agricul-

tural activity . Fertilizer , tractors , farm machinery and other farm 

13 Louis P. Herrill and ~filliam A. Rockie, "Eros i on Conditions 
in the Yukon-Tanana Area of Alaska," typescript, December 1938. Ab­
stract seen in George Sundborg, Biblio~raphy and Abstracts on the Sub­
'ect of A riculture in Alaska 186 -1 2, (Juneau, Alaska; National 

Resources Planning Board, 1942 , p . 128. 
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supplies were in extremely short supply during World War II. Pro-

duction of many items of importance in agriculture was drastically 

curtailed to produce more essential war material. Another handicap 

during the wartime period was the serious shortage and uncertainty 

of transportation space for items other than food and high priority 

military supplies. 

The bachelor status of ,many of the farmers also increased their 

mobility as an occupational group. 14 Without a wife and children, 

the men were much freer to move to outlying mining operations and 

construction projects. Single men would not have great concern over 

the lack of social amenities and sèhools, while it would be necessary 

for family men to maintain two residences, one on their holdings in 

the Fairbanks area and another at their place of employment. The add-

ed expense and the intangible factor of the separation from the family 

served as a deterrent to the movement of married farmers into alter-

nate types of economie activity. 

There are a number of deterrents to agricultural development 

which must be overcome if agriculture is to make its full contribu­

tion to permanent settlement in the area. 15 Limited risk capital, 

14 U. S. Department of Agriculture, Report of the Alaska Agri-
cultural Ex eriment Stations 1 29, (Washington: Government Printing 
Office, 1930 , p. 2. 

15 Allan H. Mick and Hugh A. Johnson, "Sail Resources and 
Agricultural Development in Alaska," Arctic, Vol. VII, 1954, p. 239. 
Nos. 3 and 4. 
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particularly for long term use has been a chronic agricultural prob-

16 lem in the Fairbanks area and most of Alaska. Long term loans of 

ten to twenty years have been almost nonexistent in Alaskan agricul-

. 17 ture outslde the Matanuska Valley. Sorne of the individuals inter-

ested in farming are homesteading the land and have not received pat-

ent or title. Due to this condition, the usual farm loan collateral, 

the land, is unacceptable because the title to the land still rests 

•rith the Federal Government. The shortage of capital has hampered 

land clearing, provision of an adequate water supply, the purchase 

of basic mechanical equipment, and the construction of barns, storage 

houses and machinery sheds. It has also been a deterrent to provid-

ing comfortable housing for the farmer and his family. The limited 

capital available was prL~arily for short term loans, usually not 

over three years. The problems of development and the climatic risks 

in sub-arctic agriculture made the use of such loans for development 

purposes virtually impossible. 

High interest r ates have also restrained agricultural develop-

ment. Interest rates charged on bank loans have been eight percent 

18 per annum. Other sources of capital usually charged higher rates. 

16 
Richard A. Andrews and Hugh A. Johnson, Farming in Alaska, 

Alaska Agricultural Experiment Station, U. S. Department of Agricul­
ture, Bulletin no. 20, (Palmer, Alaska: October 1956), p. 5. 

17 
~.,p. 3. 

18 Cooley, op. cit., p. 60. 
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One of the most successful farmers of the Fairbanks area was fortu-

nate enough to find six thousand dollars to finance his partly devel­

oped farm with an interest charge of twelve percent per year. 19 

To provide necessary. capital many farmers were forced to 

seek off-farm employment. This has handicapped development because 

of the slow accumulation of capital. The retarded development rate 

has discouraged sorne potential farm operators. Often the opportuni-

ties for off-farm work would coincide 1-Tith the period of peak labor 

requirements on the farm which usually resulted in inadequate prepar-

ation for crop production and poor care and harvesting of the crops. 

In subarctic agriculture this is especially damaging because of the 

short growing season. Planting must be done as early as possible to 

insure the growth of the crop to maturity, and harvesting cannat be 

delayed or postponed because of the high risk of frost or rain lasses. 

August, the wettest month of the year, is also the beginning of the 

harvest. In sixteen of the thirty-five years of record the first 

temperatures below thirty-two degrees v.rere recorded in August ( see 

Table XI). Off-farm employment is a poor way to finance a farm. 

Adequate capital on a long term and reasonable interest charge is 

essential to expand the valuable contributions of agriculture to perm-

anence. 

The lure of high wages in construction -vrork is another deterrent 

19 Field interview by the author. 
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TABLE XI 

GROWING St.:ASON - FAIRBANKS, ALASKA 

Last Spring date First Fall date Growing Season 
Year of 32° or below of 32° or below Frost Free Days 

1905 July 11 August 22 42 

1906 Hay 15 Augus t 25 102 

1907 Hay 22 September 1 102 

1908 Hay 11 August 31 112 

1909 Nay 15 August 1 78 

1910 Hay 22 August 21 91 

1911 June 2 

1930 }1ay 9 Sept ember 16 130 

1931 June 3 August 19 77 

1932 June 8 September 1 85 

1933 June 1 August 27 87 

1931~ Hay 30 September 7 99 

1935 Hay 24 August 22 90 

1936 Hay 17 September 7 113 

1937 }1ay 19 September 14 118 

1938 Hay 20 September 17 120 

1939 May 12 August 23 103 

1940 Hay 17 Sept ember 4 110 

1941 May 24 Sept ember 6 105 

1942 Hay 10 September 10 123 
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TABLE XI (continued) 

GROHii~G SEASON - FAIRBANKS, ALASKA 

Year Last Spring Date First
0
Fall Date Grovri.ng Season 

0 Frost Free D@:.y:s of 32 or below of J2 or below 

1943 May 23 August 17 86 

1944 t{ay 20 August 3 75 

1945 Hay 1L~ September 7 116 

1946 Hay 9 August 6 89 

1947 June 1 August 18 78 

1948 Hay 20 August 20 92 

1949 Nay 15 September 9 117 

1950 June 2 August 28 87 

1951 May 20 September 12 115 

1952 Hay 14 September 5 114 

1953 Hay 11 September 7 119 

1954 Ivlay 17 September 7 113 

1955 Hay 22 AUGUSt JO 100 

1956 Mey 17 September 3 109 

AVERAGE Hay 22 August 29 100 days 

Source: U. S. Department of Commerce, Local Climatological Data 
with Comparative Data 1955, Weather Bureau, (Asheville , North 
Carolina : National Records Center, 1956), p. 2. 



131 

to agricultural improvement and expansion. This problem is closely 

related to the shortage of loan funds discussed in the preceding 

paragraphs. The guarantee of cash incarne each week compared with 

the slow arduous and discouraging task of farm development often 

resulted in a shift from an interest in farming to the greater im­

mediate rewards of construction work. 20 The results have been detri-

mental to permanence because of the weaker ties with the area and the 

greater mobility of construction workers. 

The large amount of land held by absentee owners retards agri-

culture. Included in this category are many acres of good agricultur-

al land, often located adjacent to the existing road network of the 

area. In sorne cases the owner has died, leaving no heirs, or has 

moved from the Territory leaving no record of his new place of resi-

denee. In areas outsid.e the organized school districts there is no 

way of returning the land to the public domain or territorial owner-

ship. The unfavorable situation is due to the absence of a territor-

ial property tax. Within organized school districts a property tax 

is levied and tax delinquent properties of three years or more are 

21 
sold at a public sale to satisfy the tax claims against them. 

Following World War II a trend towards family homesteads 

became pronounced as veterans and their families moved into the 

20 Cooley, op. cit., p. 56. 

21 Jessen's Weekly, January 22, 1953. A list of delinquent 
properties and the time of sale is indicated. 
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Fairbanks area. Much of the movement was prompted by the relaxed 

requirements for veterans. Sorne of the veterans had served in Alaska 

during the war and had returned to homestead. Others were attracted 

by the publicity given Alaska during World War II and by the improve-

ment of transportation made possible by the Alaska Highway. 

The homesteading requirements for veterans in the period 

following \r/orld vJar II led to much homesteading for speculation and 

other nonagricultural purposes which retarded agricultural expansion 

in the area. The situation resulted from the special homesteading 

privileges given to World War II veterans. Veterans were not required 

to clear or cultivate land and could apply for and receive title to 

as much as one hundred and sixty acres after constructing a habitable 

cabin or dwelling and residing on the land for seven months during 

the first year following the application. 22 Nuch land appropriated in 

this way has been used for residential or commercial purposes which are 

bath fitting and proper, but other provisions were made for obtaining 

land from the public domain for a variety of uses other than for agri­

culture.23 The use of homesteading laws to acquire land for the above 

purposes has resulted in the removal of an excessive amount of desirable 

22 
U. S. Department of the Interior, Alaska Information 

Relative to the Disposal and Leasing of Public Lands in Alaska, 
Bureau of Land Management, Information Bulletin No. 2, (Washington: 
Govern~ent Printing Office, 1948), p. 18. 

23 Ibid., p. 19. Up to five acres m~ be purchased from the 
government for a home site. As much as eighty acres may be purchased 
for legitimate trade, manufacturing, fur farming or ether industries. 
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agricultural land. 

The regulations for nonveterans required a habitable dwelling, 

seven months of residence for each of three years, one-sixteenth of 

the homesteaded area in cultivation at the end of the second year, 

and one-eighth in cultivation during each year thereafter until docu­

mented evidence of completion of the requirements was filed. 24 

A fortunate change in homesteading regulations took place on 

June 18, 1954. Public Law 402, Eighty-third Congress, Second Session, 

Sixty-eighth Statute, provides in pertinent part for veterans of 

World Har II and the Korean conflict, 11 - - that such compliance shall 

include bonafide cultivation of at least one-eighth of the area entered 

under the homestead laws. 1125 This revision in the regulations is 

an aid in checking the abuse of the homesteading laws. 

Agriculture has been expanding since \-Torld War II. Table 

XII gives sorne indication of the size and character of the growth. 

The expanded markets, because of the increased civilian population 

and the military bases, have provided an incentive to expand agri-

cultural production. The number of farmers producing crops for sale 

has increased by more than sixty percent and cropland has increased 

by more than ten percent beb·een 1953 and 1954. (See Table X, page 

116). Average investments in service buildings and equipment have 

also increased as sho~m on Table XII. Land clearing increased 

24 Ibid., pp . 16- 17. 

25 Personal communication with Mr. Irving 1-l. Anderson, Hanager, 
Land Office, Bureau of Land Hanagement, U. S. Department of the Inter­
ior , Anchorage, Alaska. Harch 31, 1958. 



from two hundred forty-four acres in 1953 ta three hundred fifty 

acres in 1954.
26 

Several years usually pass before cleared land 
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becomes cropland. Most of the land is underlaid by permafrost and 

the soil must dry and warm before it can be used for crops. 

TABLE NO. XII 

Average Investments in 
Eguipment and Service Buildings 

(Excluding the two large dairy farms) 

Year 

1950 

1952 

1953 

Eguipment 

$3,717 

4,726 

5,099 

Buildings 

$2,180 

4,225 

3,390 

Source: Richard A. Andrews and Hugh A. Johnson, 
Farming in Alaska, Alaska Agricultural Experiment 
Station, U. S. Department of Agriculture, Bulletin 
No. 20, (Palmer, Alaska: October 1956), p. 7. 
(Latest information available). 

More capital is now available for agriculture through the 

Territorial Farm Loan Fund established by the Territorial Legislature 

26 Richard A. Andrews et. al., Agricultural Production Alaska 
1222, Alaska Agricultural Experiment Station and Alaska Department of 
Agriculture, preliminary, (Palmer, Alaska: 1954), p. 6. (mimeographed). 

Richard A. Andre>•s and Hugh A. Johnson, Farming in Alaska, Alaska 
Agricultural Experiment Station, U. S. Department of Agriculture, 
Bulletin No. 20, (Palmer, Alaska: October 1956), p. 4. 
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in 1953.27 
The Alaska Agricultural Loan Act, 1953, amended in 1955, 

provided a maximœn of one million dollars to "promote the more rapid 

development of agriculture as an industFJ throughout Alaska by means 

28 of long tenn low interest loans." On !1ard1 6, 19 58, a total of 

four hundred seventy-five thousand dollars had been placed in the loan 

fund by the Territory of Alaska. 29 Short tenn loans are granted for 

periods of less than one year and for amounts less than üm thousand 

dollars with an interest rate not greater than six percent. Loans 

of this type are for seed, fertilizer, harvesting, planting and 

general farm operation.JO Chattel loans are granted for the purchase 

of livestock and equipment. A maximum of ten thousand dollars per 

fann unit 1-li th an interest rate not grea ter thah fi ve percent for no 

longe'r than five years or the useful life of the chattel may be ob-

31 
tained from the loan board. The third type of loan obtainable 

through the Alaska Agricultural Loan Board is the Farm Development Loan. 

Up to twenty thousand dollars may be borrowed for a maximum of twenty 

years with a maximu.'TI interest rate of four and one-half percent. The 

money is.provided for long term loan developments including 

27 Richard A. Andre{fs and Hugh A. Johnson, Farming in Alaska, 
Alaska Agricultural Experiment Station, U. S. Department of Agriculture , 
Bulletin No. 20 , (Palmer, Alaska: October 1956), p . 6. 

28 Alaska Agricultural Loan Board, Loan Fund Infonnation Sheet, 
(Palmer , Alaska : n. d. ), mimeographed, p. 1. 

29 Personal Co~~unication with Herbert C. Lang , Loan Agent, 
Alaska Agricultural Loan Board , Palmer, Alaska. Harch 6, 1958. 

JO 

31 
Alaska Agricultural Loan Board, op. cit., p. 1. 

Ibid. 
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land purchase, land clearing and the construction of buildings.32 

Fifty Fairbanks area farmers were using the loans in the following 

ways and amounts as of March 1, 1958. (See Table XIII below). 

A grand total of seven hundred one thousand, five hundred nine dollars 

and eighty-five cents has been loaned under the act and an estimated 

two hundred fifty thousand dollars of this has been placed in the 

Fairbanks are a. 
33 

TABLE NO. XIII 

Alaska Agricultural Loan Board Loans 

Fairbanks, Alaska - Harch 1, 1958 

Type of Loan Nlimber of Loans Total Balance 

Short Term 
Chat tel 
Farm Development 

18 
17 
15 

$16,152 
41,642 
67,712 

$125,506 

Source: Personal Communication with Herbert 
C. Lang, Loan Agent, Alaska Agricultural Loan 
Board, Palmer, Alaska. Narch 6, 1958. 

Eligibility for loans requi~es evidence of experience in the 

type of operation for which the loan is granted, two to three years 

of that experience in the Territo~, financial solvency, economie 

feasibility of the plan of operation and absence of other sources 

32 Ibid. 

33 Lang, op. cit., March 17, 1958 . 
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financing.
34 

The inclusion of the qualifications for loans is made 

to demonstrate that responsible administrators feel agriculture is 

profitable in the area and there are a number of competent farmers 

seeking to develop and expand agriculture in this area. Stated 

in another way, this is positive evidence of permanence. 

There is ample room for expanding agricultural production. A 

tripling of present cropland acreage probably would not over supply 

the market with products 1-rhich can be grown economically in the Fair-

banks. area, provided that a major part of the land can be used for 

milk or meat production.35 The range of crops which can be groWn 

make up about one-half of the food bulk of the typical United States 

household and about one-half of the typical grocery expenditure.36 

Products include potatoes, milk, eggs, vegetables, meat, cereals and 

sorne fruits. 37 All of t hese have been produced commercially in the 

Fairbanks area. at sorne time. Potential agricultural land in the 

Tanana Valley between Big Delta and Nenana is an estimated three 

hpndred thousand acres as previously indicated. The loess soil of 

the south facing slopes and the alluvial soils of the bottom lands of 

34 Ibid. 

35 Allan H. Hick , "Arctic and Subarctic Agr i culture," From a 
typescript of the paper read on April 20 , 1957 by Mr. Hick at the 1957 
Biology Colloquium sponsored by Oregon Stat e College, Corvallis, Ore­
gon. To be published in the Proceedings of the colloquium. p. 4. 

)6 
Ibid. 

37 Ibid. 
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the Fairbanks area are desirable for subarctic agriculture. The long 

hours of d~light are a favorable factor. At latitude sixty-four 

degrees, the approximate latitude of Dawson, Yukon Territory and 

Big Delta, Alaska, slightly south of the Fairbanks area, nearly 

twelve hundred twenty hours of d~light are available for photo-

synthesis in the sixty-one days of June and July. Some plants can 

utilize the two hundred forty-four twilight hours of this period. 

In the equatorial areas one hundred two days are required to get the 

same amount of light. The example of cabbage supplied by Nick shows 

the importance of the long daylight hours: 

Insolation explains the phenomenal growth of adapted crops 
in the subarctic. Compare, for example, a cabbage growing in 
the fabled truck areas of California with its counterpart in a 
Fairbanks garden. During its peak growing season in California 
the cabbage is synthesizing for perhaps thirteen hours a day. 
At night it respires at a minimum rate for only one or two hours. 
New daily gains in synthesized products are therefore much greater 
in Fairbanks than in California. Narketable heads form rapidly 
and tissues are not physiologically aged as in southern climates 
by the time the product is consumed. Sugar levels are high in 
'youthful' salad crops. The total effect of the subarcti§ environ­
ment is rapid growth of highly palatable plant tissues. 3 

In addition to having room for expansion and a desirable phy-

sical environment for agriculture the government agencies which have 

done most of the research and study of Alaska in that field indicate 

that the potential for agriculture is large. "Considering market 

opportunities, sail resources and the relatively law cast of clearing 

land, the Tanana Valley perhaps has a larger agricultural potential 

38 Mick, op. cit. 



139 

than the Hatanuska Valley. n39 This conclusion represented contri-

butions ta the appraisal of Alaskan agriculture by the Alaska Agri-

cultural Experiment Station and Extension Service, the Alaska Depart-

ment of Agriculture, the United States Bureau of Land Hanagement, the 

United States Forest Service, the Sail Conservation Service, the 

Farmers Home Administration, the Agricultural Stabilization and Ganser-

vation Committee and the Alaska Rural Rehabilitation Corporation. 

Significant changes have taken place in the composition of the 

farming population. In 1949 two-thirds of the farmers were more than 
40 

fifty years old and the rest were under forty. Of these, forty-one 

41 percent were single men. Six years later in 1954, nearly two-thirds 

of the farmers were under forty years of age and the others were fifty 

42 and older. Three-fourths of the farmers were married and most of 

these had children.43 

Agriculture is adding permanence to the Fairbanks area. The 

increasing number of family farms is a favorable trend because of the 

39 Lenore Helda, Agriculture in Alaska, Joint Publication: 
Agricultural Experiment Station, University of Alaska, Bulletin No. 
22 , September 1956, p. 9. Department of Agriculture, Territory of 
Alaska, Circular No. 1, r evised. 

40 
Clarence A. Hoore , Alaska Farms Organization and Practices 

i n 1949, Alaska Agricultural Experiment Station, U. S. Department of 
Agriculture, Circular No . 1 (Palmer, Alaska: March 1951), p. 6 , mimeo­
graphed. 

41 
Ibid., p. 6. 

42 
Richard A. Andrews and Hugh A. Johnson, Farming in Alaska, 

Alaska Agricul tural Experiment Station, U. S. Department of Agricul ­
ture, Bulletin .No . 20, (Palmer, Alaska: October 1956), p. 6. 

43 Ibid. 



140 

reduced mobility of the operator. Turnover among farm families is 

not as great in the Fairbanks area as in other Alaskan agricultural 

area, including the Matanuska Valley , an indication of relative 

~ 
stability. Steadily improving roads in the farming areas provide 

better access to the Fairbanks market.45 (See Figure 8). Improved 

roads which are kept open throughout the year make it possible to 

expand the types of farming possible in areas to include dairying. 

A large market exists for this branch of agriculture within the local 

area. In 1952 only ten to fifteen percent of the milk used in the 

Fairbanks market came from local suppliers and no l ocal milk was used 

46 
at the military bases in the area. The improved roads make it 

possible for children to commute daily to schools in Fairbanks. 

Expansion of e] ecttic lines in the farming areas has greatly improved 

l iving conditions which has reduced the high t urnover in farm famil ies . 47 

The availability of electric power cheapens and simplified the mech-

anization of the f arm. Improvement in the supply of capital for agri-

culture hastens development, increases the investment in buildings 

~ 
Ibi d .,p. 32. 

45 Alaska Road Commission, Annual Report of the Alaska Road 
Commi ssion for the Fiscal Year Ended June JO , 19~, Of fice of Terri­
t ories , U. S. Department of tho I nterior, (Juneau , Alaska : 1954) , 
p. 34, mimeogr aphed . 

46 
Cooley , op. cit., p. 58 

47 Fairbanks Dail Y- News Miner, Progr ess Edition , November 10 , 
1954, pp . J0-31. The Golden Valley Electric Association servi ce the 
area around Fairbanks and had 2100 member s and 250 miles of powerline 
in 1954. 
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land clearing and equipment which adds to the permanence of 

agriculture. 
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CHAPTER VI 

THE ROLE OF THE MILITARY 

The military has long been active in the Fairbanks area and 

has played a varying but important role in the permanence of settle-

ment throughout the years. From the very early years of Fairbanks 

until 1940 the major activity of the military was the operation and 

maintenance of transportation routes and communications with the rest 

of the world, a significant and important contribution. After 1940 

the contribution was more direct. The military provided a substan-

tial economie support for many of the wage earners and made sizeable 

investments of a permanent nature. The larger and more important 

investments were Ladd and Eielson Air Force bases. 

The army initiated improved overland transportation in Alaska 

with preliminary construction on a crude pack trail from Valdez to 

Eagle in 1901. Because of the rapid growth of Fairbanks, the work 

was directed towards the provision of a winter road connection be-

tween Fairbanks and Valdez. Reports of the Board of Raad Commiss-

ioners for Alaska to the Secretary of War indicated that this was 

the most important route in the road system of Alaska in the period 

1 before World War II . War Department appropriations were important 

in building and maintaining the Richardson Highway, the overland link 

between Fairbanks and the ice-free port of Valdez, and also the local 

1 U. S. Army and Alaska Raad Commission, Reports of the Alaska 
Raad Commission to the Secretary of War 1905 - 1932. 
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roads of the Tanana Valley. Major (later General) Richardson who 

headed the Alaska Raad Commission for many years strongly favored 

improvement of the route from Fairbanks to Valdez. Much of the 

appropriations and efforts of the Raad Commission was concentrated 

on improvement and maintenance of this route in the pre-World War 

II period. 

Under the supervision of the military the Richardson Highway 

was laid out as a winter trail and gradually improved to minimal 

automobile road standards. In addition, feeder roa.ds in the Fairbanks 

area were built and the system was maintained in the best condition 
2 

possible under the rather meager appropriations available. The 

Alaska Raad Commission was transferred from the jurisdiction of the 

War Department to the Department of the Interior in 1932. 

In the field of communications the military has also played 

an important and vital role in the development and permanence of 

settlement in Fairbanks. Rapid and diverse forms of communication 

have been essential features of permanent settlement in Anglo-America 

for many years. The greater the number, range, and ease of contacts 

with other areas, the greater the permanence. This is an empirical 

observation, particularly true in North Amer ica. Any of the thriving , 

secure s ettlements of Angle-America has a varied group of communication 

2 Alaska Raad Commission, Annual Report of the Alaska Raad 
Commission for the fiscal year ended June 30, 1954, Office of Terri­
tories, U. S. Department of the Interior, (Juneau, Alaska: 1954), 
pp. 6-7, (mimeographed). 
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and transportation services which keep it in close contact with 

other parts of the world. 

The Signal Corps of the United States Army had constructed 

a telegr aph line into the Fairbanks area by 1903.3 Rapid communi-

cation with the outside world was a great baon to Fairbanks in expe-

diting the ordering of needed supplies, personal communication with 

friends, relatives, and business associates and keeping abreast of 

the news of the world. About 1908 the Signal Corps put a wireless 

station into operation which increased the speed and range of contacts 

with the rest of the world. Lat er the Alaska Communication System, 

a branch of t he Signal Corps, United States Army , developed and 

operated long distance telephone service linking Alaskan towns with 

local telephone systems and with areas outsi de Alaska. The Alaska 

Communication System still provides the vital telegraph and t el ephone 

services. In addition it has added radio telephone and teletype 

circuits to its communication facilities which represent improvements 

in the communication servi ces f or Fairbanks t hrough greater diversi-

fication. 

The dike constructed by the Army Engineers across the entrance 

to Chena Sl ough added a gr eat er degr ee of permanence ta the communi ty . 

The dike , extending sorne thr ee miles f rom Hoose Cr eek Butte t o the 

J 1. H. Prindl e , The Gold Placers of t he Fortymile , Birch 
creek , and Fairbanks Regions , Alaska , Geological Survey , U. S. Depart­
ment of the Inter i or, Bulletin No . 251, (Washingt on: Gover nment Pri nt­
i ng O.:'fice , 1905 ), map facing page 60. 
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Tanana River, was built to divert the flood waters of the Tanana 

River from Chena Slough which greatly reduced the flooding danger 

to Fairbanks. (See Figure 8, page 141). Some flooding danger still 

exists from the Chena and Little Chena Rivers, but crests are great-

ly lowered and the frequency of floods has been reduced by this 

diversion. The Richardson Highway in this area was relocated and 

placed on top of the dike, a minor improvement in the transporta-

tion system of the Fairbanks area which took place along with the 

dike construction in 1939. 

The well developed transportation system, a community life 

rich in amenities by comparison with other interior cities and towns, 

a modern school system and a wide range of stores and services were 

strong factors in the selection of Fairbanks for the location of the 

Army Air Corps Cold \veather Test Station. A sum of four million 

dollars was appropriated in February of 1939 and B-17 bombers landed 

4 
there on October 4, 1940. 

The choice of Fairbanks as the site of an Army Air Force Cold 

lveather Test Station was both an aid to permanence and an appreciation 

of the well cstablished character of the community. Many towns and 

villages in interior .ü aska equaled or surpassed the low winter t em-

peratures of Fairbanks. However, none possessed the well developed 

tr~nsoortation system. Rail and highway links with ice-free ports 

4 Fairbanks Daily News Hine:r:, February 23 , 1939; October 4, 
1940. 
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and an established group of air carriers highlighted the transporta-

tian facilities. Community services and amenities were the most 

varied and best developed of all interior Alaska. A good public 

school system, elementary, intermediate, and high school, clubs, 

lodges, and social organizations, movies, a radio station, and the 

University of Alaska contributed to the general atmosphere of cul-

ture, stabili ty and permanence in the Fairbanks are a. The sewage 

system, water distribution network, fire department, telephone serv-

ice police department, electric utilities and other public services 

were better developed in Fairbanks than in any other part of the 

interior. In addition, a wider range of services, retail trade 

outlets, parts suppliers and ether functions characteristic of urban 

locations were found in Fairbanks. The presence of these facilities 

lowered the cast of constructing the test station because less had 

to be provided for the personnel. Also, the existence in Fairbanks 

of many of the amenities of life in the United States meant fewer 

morale problems and more normal living conditions for the married 

personnel of the station. The four million dollar investment in 

buildings, hangers, runways and ether fixtures was an asset of perm-

5 anent character. Furthermore, the test station added one thousand 

6 
men to the basic support of Fairbanks. 

5 

6 
Fairbanks Daily N ews-Hiner, February 23, 1939. 

Ibid •. 

Alexander, op. cit., p. 246. 
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The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, Territory of Hawaii, 

marked the beginning of a more significant role for the Fairbanks 

area in military circles and this added investment and employment 

of permanent character. 

The Cold \•leather Test Station was expanded to include an Air 

Transport Command operation by September 1942.7 The arrival of this 

organization expanded the distribution function of the Fairbanks 

area and intensified the tr~~sportation activity centered on Fairbanks. 

The Air Transport Command uas charged \d th moving men and mate rials 

to the widely scattered military bases in Alaska and also with ferry-

ing aircraft to Fairbanks for transfer to the Soviet Union under 

Lend-Lease agreements between the two countries. Fairbanks was cho-

sen as the trans..L:er point for aircraft from United States to Soviet 

Union ownership and control. This choice led to the expansion of 

the facilities at Ladd Air Force Base. The anticipated air traffic 

connected 1ü th the ferrying operations and other mili tary consider-

ations made it desirable to establish a satellite field at Mile 26 

from Fairbanks. The field was later called Eileson Air Force Base. 

The ferrJ route to Russia was largely responsible for the 

Alaska Highway , a great transportation asset to Fairbanks and the 

Territo~J. The highway was used to supply the ferry route air"fields 

and to transport military supplies for other bases in Alaska during 

7 Edwin R. Carr, "Great Falls to Nome: The Inland Air Route 
to Alaska , 1940 - 1945 ," Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation , University 
of Minnesota, Minneapolis, 1947, p. 76. 
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World War II. Shortly after the end of the war the Highway was 

opened to civilian traffic, an important move with respect to perm-

anence in Fairbanks. The route has been steadily improved up to 

the present time and is a vital transportation link between Alaska, 

Canada and the United States. 8 

Ferrying activity ceased in 1945, yet installations built 

primarily for this purpose continued to grow after the end of World 

War II. The continued growth provided support for many of the perm-

anent public works, housing, businesses, and other investments. Before 

the outbreak of the Korean conflict in 1950, construction expendi-

tures at Ladd Air Force Base totalled thirty-seven million, four 

hundred thirty-one thousand, nine hundred forty-six dollars. 9 At 

nearby Eileson Air Force Base construction costs through June 1950 

totalled twenty-eight million, seven hundred fifty-one thousand, 

four hundred ninty dollars. 10 In a letter to E. L. Bartlett, Dele-

gate from Alaska, Mr. W. J. r'icNeil, Assistant Secretary of Defense, 

stated that the construction expenditures for the fiscal years 1950 

through 1955 totalled one hundred twenty-six million dollars for Ladd 

Air Force Base and one hundred twenty-two million dollars for Eileson 

8 This was clearly shawn by the serious transportation bottle-
neck caused by the collapse of the Peace River Bridge on the route on 
October 16, 1957. 

9 Personal correspondence with Francis Hcilhargen, Chief, 
Technical Liaison Branch, Headquarters Alaska Air Command, APO 942, 
Seattle, Washington. August 16, 1955. 

10 Ibid. 
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. 11 
Alr Force Base. Much of the money expended in construction acti-

vity was used to build permanent installations on these bases. Ladd 

and Eileson bases employed approximately one thousand full time civi-

l . t b . 12 lans on a permanen asls. 

Federal aid in expanding the public utilities, schools and 

housing has been in large part due to the presence of the military 

in the area. The Alaska Public Works Division of the United States 

Department of the Interior has given important financial and engine-

ering backing for many important public projects. (See Table XIV). 

The value of this assistance is difficult to over estimate because of 

the direct contribution to items of great importance in permanent 

mid-twentieth century, western industrial society settlement. 

Public assistance to cities and towns which have experienced 

rapid growth due to a military establishment is an accepted practice 

in the United States. Small towns and cities throughout the country 

have received federal funds to help in providing schools, housing 

and other necessary utilities. Federal aid of this type has also 

been extended to the uranium mining centers on the Colorado Plateau, 

11 The letter, dated August 1, 1955, was in response to a 
request made by the author to Delegate Bartlett. 

12 Personal correspondence with Technical Sergeant M. H. 
Dewees , NCOIC , Public Infonnation Officer , Headquarters Alaska 
Air Command , APO 942 , Seattle, Washington. August 16, 1955. 
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TABLE XIV 

ALASKA PUBLIC WORKS PROJECTS, FAIRBN{KS AREA 1950- 1958 

(Excl uding t hose of the University of Alaska). 

School, Fairbanks •• . . . . . . 
Sewer, Fairbanks •• . . . . . . . . . 
\{a ter Supply , Fairbanks . . . . . . . . . . 
School, Fairbanks ••• . . . . . . . . . . 
Bentley I s land , St r eet s and Sewer s 

High School, Fairbanks . . . . . . . . . . 
Streets and Sidewalks , Fairbanks 

Gr ade School , Fairbanks •••••••• 

Water Di stribution Sys tem, Fairbanks . . . 
~feeks Fiel d SevTer and Lift Station . . . . 
Coal Facilities Fairbanks • 

SevTe r System , Fairbanks ••• . . . . . . . 
Elementary School , Fairbanks . . . . 
High School Addition , Fairbanks • • . . 

$470,872.77 

156,166. 07 

491,299 .70 

691,977.43 

577,425 .53 

2,368 ,116. 00 

397, 600.00 

474,14-4-.53 

1,564,800. 00 

272 ,5J5.J5 

289 ,350. 00 

395 ,575. 00 

669 ,000.00 

474 ,000 . 00 

Sour ce : Personal communication f r om Thomas G. Mooney , Direct or 
Public Works , Of fice of Ter r itories , U. S. Department of t he 
Inter ior, Juneau , Alaska. January 27 , 1958. 
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where boom growth has been experienced due to military and strategie 

needs for this metal. 13 

Benefits from the addition of the militarJ have accrued to 

communities ether than Fairbanks. An outstanding example of the 

value of a military base and military construction in the life of 

a community is found at Whitehorse, Yukon Territory. Whitehorse 

was the transfer point bebreen rail and water and in 1941 had a 

population of seven hundred fifty-four. 14 Following the entry of 

Japan into World War II in December 1941, a marked change took place 

in the economie structure of Whitehorse. An air base, the Alaska 

Highivay and an ail refinery were added by the mili tary. The Alaska 

Highway and the Royal Canadian Air Force base remain today and are 

of considerable importance in the economie life of the town. Popu-

lation had increased five fold by 1951 with a civilian population of 

tvm thousand, five hundred ninety-four and fifteen hundred military 

personnel. 15 

}ülitary developments in Whitehorse parallel those of Fairbanks. 

~"""'"'.,..ior transportation in comparison with ether sites was important 

13 Elbert E. }tiller, "Sorne Aspects of the Uraniwn Boom," 
Utah Economie and Business Review, Vol. XVII, No. 2, Bureau of Econ­
omies and Business Research, University of Utah, Salt Lake City, 
Utah, February 1957, p. 3. 

14 Gerald F. Ridge, "General Principles for the Planning of 
Sub-Arctic Settlements," Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, McGill Univ­
ersity, Montreal, Quebec, 1953, p. 289. 

15 Ibid. 
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in the selection of \ihitehorse and Fairbanks for military bases. 

\fuitehorse was served by rail and river boat transportation and 

was used as a supply point for Alaska Highway construction in both 

northerly and southerly directions. The air field at Whitehorse 

was an important stop on the Northwest Staging Route between Great 

Falls, Hontana and Fairbanks. A primary reason for this was the 

rail transportation linking this interior point with tidewater 

at Skagway, Alaska. Today, largely because of the population growth 

brought by military activity in the area, the territorial capital 

has been transferred to Whitehorse from Dawson. \Vhitehorse, be-

cause of the concentration of population and superior transportation, 

is better equipped to car~J on the administrative function of the 

Terri torJ. 

Another example of the contribution of the military to sub-

arctic settlement, growth, and permanence is found at Churchill, 

~fanitoba. The construction of a large air field in 1942 followed 

by the Joint Services Arctic Testing and Experimental Station on 

the eastern fringe of the town in 1946 was largely responsible for 

the population increase from 1941 to 1951. 16 

In the Fairbanks area other military contributions are worthy 

of examination. The Arctic Aeromedical Laboratory on Ladd Air Force 

base was founded in 1947 and originally housed in quonset huts. The 

16 Canada Dominion Bureau of Statistics, Ninth Census of 
Canada 1951, Vol. I, Dominion Bureau of Statistics, Department of 
Trade and Commerce, (Ottawa: Queen's Printer, 1953),pp. 6-58. Popu­
lation in 1951 stated as 2,168; 1941 population obscured by inclusion 
in unorganized areas. 
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laboratory has been responsible for important research in the sub-

arctic and arctic environments and has brought recognition, prestige 

and important scientific research men to Fairbanks. The research 

facilities are now housed in three permanent buildings valued at 

one million dollars. 17 A five floor, air conditioned, completely 

equipped hospital also has been added to the facilities of Ladd 

18 Air Force base. These are assets of a permanent character. 

The Permafrost Research Area of t he Corps of Engineers, United 

States Army, is another military research establishment. The research 

program is under the direction of the Arcti c Constructi on and Frost 

Effects Labor atory of the Corps of Engineer s offi ce in Boston. 19 

The station occupies about ninety acres of ground, two and one-half 

miles north of Fairbanks on the Fanners Loop Road. (See Figure 8 , 

page 141). There are nine pennanent employees at the station \-li th 

seasonal increases of t emporary persoP~e1 . 20 Permanent investments 

i n three buildings , utilities and roads total one hundred fifty 

thousand dollars . 21 Not included in this figure are eight t emporary 

structur es . Al t hough the employment and t otal inves tment are small, 

17 Fairbanks D9-ily News-lliner ,Progr es s Ed.i t i on , November 20 , 
1957, p . 29 . 

18 
I bid., November 10, 1954, p. 8. 

19 R. F. Leggett, "Pennafros t Research, 11 Arctic , Vol. VI I, 
Nos. 3 and 4, 1954., p. 154. 

20 
Per sonal communication wit h H. J. Kr opper , Acti ng Chief 

Engineer i ng Division , Office of t he Di visi on Engineer ,Corps of Eng­
ineers , U. S. Anny , Boston, Hass . Sept ember 22 , 1954. 

21 I bid. 
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the research facility is of importance. It is integrated into the 

permafrost research program of Canada and the United States and, 

dQe to the early date of establishment (1947), has value due to the 

22 length of observations which have been recorded. The significant 

work of this research area attract attention and SQpport in many 

quarters. The recognition, support, and visitors drawn to the area 

are assets in permanence. Conceivably, the support from scientific 

circles and scholars could "save" an establishment of this type for 

Fairbanks in the event of a eut in appropriations or a waning of mil-

itary interest. A case in point is the Arctic Research Station at 

2J Point Barrow. 

Follo>ring the outbreak of the Korean conflict in 1950, Ladd 

Air Force Base was chosen as the hub of defense establishments north 
24 

of the Alaska Range. Recent military constrQction has included 

Nike sites to protect Ladd Air Force Base and other key defense instal-

lations. The six hundred twenty-five mile pipeline from the tide-

Ha ter port of Haines to Fairbanks is another pie ce of mili tary con-

struction. This thirty million dollar installation COQld conceivably 

be diverted to civilian use if the military no longer required its 

services. 

22 Leggett, op. cit., p. 154. 

23 Department of the Navy, Arctic Research Laboratory, Office 
of Naval Research, January 1955, p. 1. 

24 Fairbanks Daily News-Hiner, Progress Edition, November 20, 
1957' p. 112. 
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The military forms a variable and unpredictable addition 

to the economie life of Fairbanks. Evidence of this is seen in the 

nineteen percent drop in employment between December 1, 1956 and 

25 
December 1, 1957. The drop was due in large part to the curtailment 

of construction activity by the armed services due to the economy 

move and the reassignment of appropriations within the Defense Depart-

ment. 

The military has made a number of contributions to the better-

ment and permanence of Fairbanks both directly and indirectly. lm-

proved transportation, more housing , better public utilities, expanded 

and diversified economie activity including various types of contract-

ors . services,and entertainment have been added. The number of perm-

anent civilian jobs and the additions to the economy through the spend-

ing of military personnel stationed in the area are i mportant but 

variable factors. 

The milit~; has been important in expanding the economie base 

and the permanence of Fairbanks and other subarctic settlements. 

Places chosen for military bases usually have superior transportation 

facilities to alternative sites and are better equipped with the amen-

ities of everyday life. The benefits accruing to settlements chosen 

for military bases have been discussed above and have been of great 

importance to Fairbanks. 

25 Alaska Terri torial Employment Service , "Fairbanks Are a , 11 

Alaska Labor Harket Report, Alaska Employment Sec uri ty Commission, 
Vol. I, No. 4, (Juneau, Alaska: December 1, 1957), p. 4 . 



CHAPTER VII 

HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF OTHER CONTRIBUTORS TO PERMANENCE 

The grouping in this chapter is one of convenience in which 

a number of diverse factors can be analyzed without excessive frag-

mentation into separate chapter headings. It is not intended to 

belittle the contribution of each towards the permanence of the 

settlement. 

Several businesses and services located in the Fairbanks 

area have made important contributions to its growth and stability. 

This has been achieved through the character of the enterprises, 

permanent investments in the area, and expansion of the scope of 

activity beyond the geographical limits of the Fairbanks area. 

The Horthern Commercial Company established a store in 

Fairbanks the year following the discovery of gold. The winter of 

1903-1904 the company constructed an electric power plant to serve 
1 

the youthful communi ty. Its capacity was trebled i n 1905 and in-

creased again in 1906. I n addition, electri c power plants were in 

operation at Chena and on the Chatanika Flats supplying power to 

the creeks. The early establishment of power plants was an indi -

cation of conf idence in the area by the Northern Commercial Company 

which was echoed by other companies. The enthusiasm and confidence 

of the Northern Commercial Company in the future of the Fairbanks 

-----------------
1 

Brand, op. cit., p. 21. 
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area brought the power and amenities of electricity to an isolated 

community less than two years old. Thirty years later, in 1935, 

less than eleven percent of the farms of the United States, in 

areas considerably less isolated than Fairbanks, were served by 

electricity. 2 

The Northern Commercial Company also provided water and 

steam heat to the central business district of Fairbanks from 1906 

until 1949 at which time heat and power facilities were purchased 

by the publicly owned Municipal Utilities System. 3 The Northern 

Commercial Company has contributed to the permanence of Fairbanks 

by providing the important growth and amenity services of electricity 

and running water for the urban section. These undertakings were 

for profit,but the confidence shawn in the continuing growth and 

prosperity of the settlement undoubtedly have impressed other busi-

nesses and individuals with the permanence of Fairbanks. 

Austin Lathrop and the Lathrop Enterprises which he devel-

oped represent a one-man contribution to the growth and stability 

of Fairbanks. "Cap" Lathrop,as he was generally known, was one of 

the few millionaires of Alaska who remained in the Territory after 

amassing his wealth. Much of his money was invested in Fairbanks, 

where he made his home, and the surrounding are a. In addition to 

2 U. S. Department of Agriculture, The Rural Electrification 
Program, Rural Electrification Agency, 1958, p. 1. 

3 Cooley, op. cit., pp. 31-32. 
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financing a number of local businesses, he built the four story 

concrete Lathrop Building in the 1930's which was one of the first 

modern substantial business and apartment buildings in Fairbanks. 

Other Lathrop business undertakings which have been contributions 

tc permanence include the ten thousand watt radio station KFRB and 

the amenities of two theaters. 

The University of Alaska is also an important contributor 

to the permanence of the Fairbanks area. As the center of higher 

education and scientific research in Alaska, the University adds 

prestige to the area. The institution employs a faculty of eighty, 

plus,administrators, office staff, power plant workers and mainten-

4 ance crews. The salaries and ,.,ages paid by the University bring 

approximately one million dollars a year to the Fairbanks area, a 

basic support for the economy.5 The student body of five hundred 

eighty-seven in the fall of 1957 represented an increase of approx-
6 

imately one huridred percent over the.t of 1952. 

An increasing investment in buildings was accompanied the 

growth of faculty and student body as factors of a permanent char-

acter at the University. The Geophysical Institute building was 

4 University of Alaska Catalog 1958-1959, Second Series, 
No. 24, College, Alaska, pp. 109-113. 

5 John vi. Alexander, "The Basic-Nonbasic Concept of Urban 
Economie Functions," Economie Geography, Vol. XXX, No. 3, July 1954, 
p. 249. 

6 
Fairbanks News-Miner, Progress Edition, November 20, 1957, 

p. 34. 
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completed in 1950 at a cast of nearly one million dollars. It is 

a three story concrete building housing laboratories and facilities 

for research in Arctic phenomena. The Geophysical Institute is an 

outstanding research establishment with a world wide reputation. 

It attracts distinguished scientists and visitors to the Fairbanks 

area from all over the world. The Institute is an important con­

tributor to the scientific prestige of the University and the Fair­

banks area. 

The United States Coast and Geodetic Survey main tains an 

important scientific station on the campus of the University. A 

continuous record of magnetic elements is maintained and two sensi­

tive seismographs are housed in a special seismograph vault. The 

installation is an asset of a permanent character and a valuable 

scientific addition to the area. 

The Brooks Memorial Building, which houses the School of 

Mines and the Alaskan Geology branch of the United States Geologi­

cal Survey, is a four story concrete structure completed in 1952. 

Because of the mineral wealth of Alaska and the location of the 

University in close proximity to various types of mining and min­

eral resources, the School of ~.fines attracts people interested 

in the mineral resources of Alaska. These include University stu­

dents, mining engineers, investors, promoters and prospectors who 

avail themselves of the facilities. The Alaskan Geology branch 

office maintains a complete set of topographie and geologie maps 

of Alaska as well as a full collection of geological reports. Free 
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testing of radioactive ore samples is done by the Alaskan Geology 

branch office. Also functioning in close cooperation with the School 

of Hines on campus is the Territorial Department of Hines Field Office 

and Ass~ Office. The functions of this organization increase the 

attraction of the Fairbanks area as the mining center of Alaska. 

The Eielson Building is a three stors concrete building hous­

ing the museum, administrative offices and sever al departments of 

the University. Construction was begun in the depression year of 

1934, supported largely by the Fairbanks post of the American Legion 

as a memorial to Ben Eielson, an important man in the development of 

aviation in the area . I t was the f i rst substanti al building on the 

campus of this young University. The museum is a cultural asset of 

the Fairbanks area with a collection of over one hundred thousand 

catalogued artifacts, many rare and interesting i tems of Alaska flora 

and fauna and a collection of historical material. Only a limited 

amount of this collection i s on public display due to the space limi­

t ations. Expansion of this valuable scientific and cultural part 

of the University will be possible when the library and gymnasium, 

which are nm• housed in an adjoining building, are moved to new 

quarters. The beginning of substantial permanent building construc­

t i on on the campus t hrough the effor ts of the local ci t izens is 

characteristic of the Fairbanks area . 

The library represents another contributi on to permanence. In 

1956 i t had sorne thirty- five thousand bound volumes , appr oximat el y 

twenty-five thousand bulletins and p~phlets and subscribed to four 
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hundred fifty periodicals and received most of the newspapers pub­

lished in Alaska.? The library collection increases the cultural 

attraction of Fairbanks and enhances the pride and prestige of the 

area for the residents. 

The investment in modern concrete dormitories also encourages 

permanence. Nerland, Ncintosh and Hess Halls house men, Wickersham 

Hall houses women and Stuart Hall is a modern apartment unit for 

married students. Housing is critical in the Fairbanks area and the 

availability of desirable law cost dormitory space is important in 

competing with institutions of higher learning in the continental 

United States. 

Another permanent type building is the student union building 

named Constitution Hall in recognition of the drafting of the Alaskan 

Constitution in the campus area in the fall of 1954. 

A combined classroom and office building is scheduled for 

construction to replace the Main Building, the frame classroom build­

ing which was the first structure on the campus. It vdll be a valua­

ble addition to the physical plant of the University. 

A summary of construction activity since 1950 is presented in 

Table XV. This includes most of the major additions to the campus 

with the exception of the Mines Building. The building program of 

the school has been greatly aided by the Alaska Public Works Agency 

of the United States Department of the Interior. 

7 University of Alaska Catalog 1956-195?, Second Series, No. 
22, p. 6. 



1950 

1951 

1952 

TABLE X:V 

ALASKA PUBLIC WORKS CONSTRUCTION 

UNIVERSITY OF ALASKA 1950-1958 

Eileson Building • • . . . . . . . 
Campus Utilities . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Dormi tory . . . . . . . . . . . 

1953 Married Students Donnitory . . . . . . . . 
Food Services Building • • • . . 
100 man Dorrnitory . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Utilities . . . . . . . . . . . 
\Vomens Dormi tory • . . . . . . . . 
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$276,973.97 

202,274.51 

548,243,90 

270,000.00 

587,620.00 

601,300.00 

660,800.00 

735,000.00 

1954 

1954 

1955 

1957 

1958 Combined Building . . . . . . . . . . . . • • 2 ,696 ,000.00 

Source: Personal communication from Thomas G. Mooney, Director, 
Alaska Public Works, Office of Territories, U. S. Department 
of the Interior, Box 1181, Juneau, Alaska. January 27, 1958. 
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The University of Alaska is an important asset in the perman-

ence of settlement in the Fairbanks area. The cultural contribution 

is significant and the Alaskan interest in higher education focuses 

on the University and Fairbanks. The sizeable and grovnng invest-

ment in permanent buildings and equipment increases the attachment 

of the University to the Fairbanks area. The growing faculty and 

staff coupled with the relative stability of government supported 

institutions of higher learning contribute to the permanence of settle-

ment. The student body brings money earned outside t he area and 

contributes to the basic support. 

Housing has long been a critical factor in the settlement of 

the Northern Lands. The rigors of the environment place ad.ded re-

quirements and costs on housing construction to make it comparable 

in function and comfort to that of middle l atitude locations in 

Canada and the United States. The higher costs of labor and materials 

also makes it more difficult to provide housing deemed adequate and 

accept able . A serious shortage of housing of any kind prevailed in 

the Fairbanks area until the fall of 1957 when the combined forces 

of continued housing construction and reduced military construction 

brought the supply and demands for housing into balance.
8 

Serious 

effort to irnprove the quantity and quali ty of housing has been apparent 

since 1950. This applies to permanent and transient housing, the 

8 Alaska Employment Security Commission, Alaska Labor Market 
Report, Vol . I , No . 6, (Juneau, Alaska: February 1, 1958 ), p. 4. 
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latter important because of the central function of Fairbanks for 

outlying construction and mining projects in interior Alaska and the 

significant tourist trade. 

Sorne of the more important efforts to relieve the housing 

shortage have taken place since 1950. The net effect of this expan­

sion of housing has been a greater attachment to the Fairbanks area 

in the form of permanent immovable investments. The Queens Court 

apartments with seventy-three units was occupied in 1951. The same 

year saw the occupance of Fairview Hanor vlith t't-ro hundred and seventy­

two apartments and the Dixon Apartments with sixty-eight rental units. 

Fairview 11anor is the largest apartment undertaking and 1vas the fi r st 

major construction project in the new development on the site of 

vacated Weeks Field, the former Fairbanks airport. 

The completion of the Northward Building and t he Polaris 

Building in 1952 marked an important change in the Fairbanks skyline 

and an important addition to permanent housing. The Northward Build­

ing is an eight story concrete and aluminum panel building housing 

businesses and offices on the first floor and two hundred ten apart­

ments on the remaining floors. The Pol aris Building is an eleven 

story concrete structure with businesses and offices on the first 

floor and one hundred forty-four apartments on the remaining levels. 

Both of these modern buildings give Fairbanks the appearance of 

permanence and activity. 

The Ar cti c Park duplex housing is located in the Weeks Field 

area and contains seventy-five buildings providing housing for a 
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total of one hundred and fifty families. 

The Alaska Housing Authority in cooperation with the city of 

Fairbanks built and opened the seventy-five apartment Birch Park 

development in 1952 ta provide adequate housing for law incarne fami­

lies. The concern of the city of Fairbanks regarding the welfare 

of law incarne families is one more expression of civic responsibility, 

an attitude which has contributed to permanence. 

The Island Homes development consista of one hundred fifty, 

two and three bedroom homes located on Bentley Island east of the 

Fairbanks city limits. The homes sold for nineteen thousand, five 

hundred dollars to twenty-four thousand dollars when the development 

opened in late 1952. Houses in this subdivision met Federal Housing 

Authority Standards and were eligible for low cast financing guaran­

teed by the government. 

In addition to the more outstanding housing developments listed 

above, much home construction has taken place in the various sub­

divisions of the Fairbanks area and within the city itself. Many of 

these homes have been constructed by the owners. A high percentage 

of home construction by individual o~~ers is a multiple factor pheno­

mena. Probably the most important reason has been the shortage of 

housing of any kind. The shortage of long t erm financing at interest 

rates of six percent and below has limited construction by contractors. 

The shortage of loan funds has resulted in the construction of cramp­

ed, substandard housing with improvements and enlar gement of homes 

being made as money from current incarne permits. Sorne subdivisions 
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have been poorly planned and little attention has been given to the 

provision of sewers, water supply, street lighting, street surfacing, 

parks, recreation areas and adequate open areas. Developments of 

this type tend to detract from the permanence of the area. The un-

sightly appearance of partially finished houses, the lack of amenities, 

and the frequent crowding of homes due to small lot size are handicaps 

in sorne of the subdivisions. Fortunately, not all subdivisions have 

these problems and the seriousness of the various problems varies 

from one to another of the subdivisions. Another favorable indica-

tion is the announcement by the city of Fairbanks that the building 

code will be enforced. 9 Enforcement will not cure all the ills that 

exist within the city, but it will make residences and other build-

ings safer and more attractive. 

Positive interest in permanence is shown by the urban r enewal 

project undertaken by the City of Fairbanks. The area being renewed 

is made up of substandard dwellings and commercial structures. Many 

of these are a health menace as well as being unattractive. Over-

crowding , poor sewage disposal, lack of running water and delapidation 

are sorne of the conditions encountered. 10 The project includes the 

area bounded by Third Avenue on the north, Cus~~an Street on the east, 

9 Alaska Employment Security Commission, Alaska Labor Market 
Report, Vol. I, No. 11, (Juneau, Alaska: July 1, 1958), p. J. 

10 Alaska Housing Authority, uestions and Answers About 
Urban Renewal, (Anchorage , Alaska : n. d. ), p . 3, mimeographed • 
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Seventh Avenue on the south and Barnette Street on the west. With-

in this area is "the line" where ladies of questionable virtue once 

entertained their gentlemen callers. Although this economie acti-

vity was abolished sorne time ago, the substandard buildings which 

housed it still remain. 

The redevelopment vàll include an expansion of the commercial 

section of Fairbanks, an increase in the area devoted to public and 

semipublic uses, residential in the southern part and a curtailment 

of traffic to improve general traffic flow in the downtown area. Cost 

of the project is estimated at sixteen million dollars and vàll be 

11 
spread over ten years. When completed, the project vàll represent 

an improvement in the functional aspect of the city as well as con-

tributing to a generally improved appearance. 

Fairbanks has been a family settlement since the early days of 

the gold rush on the nearby creeks. An outgrowth of this has been a 

long standing concern of public education. Of value in permanence 

are the buildings which house this vital phase of community life; 

the more recent addi tians listed on Table No. XIV, page 151. The 

school district had a property tax of ten mills and a sales tax of 

two percent for school purposes in 1957.
12 

The Fairbanks area spent 

11 Alaska Territorial Employment Service, Alaska Employment 
Securi t Commission Labor Harket Newsletter Fairbanks Are a, (Juneau, 
Alaska: January 1, 1959 , p. 2. 

12 
Alaska Resource Development Board, Financial Dat a Regard­

ing the I ncorporat ed Towns and Cities of Al aska 1957, Table VIII , 
0uneau, Alaska: October 1958). 
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four hundred fifty thousand dollars each on the education of an aver­

age daily enrollment of three thousand, two hundred three pupils. 13 

The school buildings and the other civic improvements, sewers, 

the water supply system, sidewalks, streets and coal facilities list-

ed on Table No. XIV (page 151) are built with equal distribution of 

costs between the city and the federal government. In o.rder to ac-

quire these desirable additions, the citizens of Fairbanks have sold 

bonds totalling eight million, two hundred eighty-three thousand 

dollars or eighteen and two-tenths percent of the assessed valuation 

of forty-five million, four hundred fifty thousand , one hundred 

forty-nine dollars in 1957.
14 

The municipal utilities system includes the water, electricity, 

telephone and steam heat facilities of the ci ty and is municipally 

owned. The entrance of the city government into t he public utilities 

dates from January 1, 1948. On that date Fairbanks leased, with an 

option to purchase, the telephone system from the privately owned 

15 Fairbanks Telephone Company. The initial move into public util-

ities, as well as subsequent ones, was precipitated by the inade-

quacies of the service and the inability of private owners to keep 

pace with the r apid expansion of population which started with World 

1) Ibid. 

14 Ibid., Table II. 

15 Cooley, oe. cit., p. )2 . 
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War II. 16 

The water system ~vas completely inadequate for the city when 

taken over by the Fairbanks Hunicipal Utili ties System. Hains were 

small, old, subject to seasonal freezing and served only the business 

district of the city. 17 

A number of improvements have been made since the system was 

purchased from the Northern Commercial Company in 1949. The number 

of ~vells have been increased to expand the available water supplies. 

A treatment plant, a loop network of water mains and a general ex-

pansion of the distribution system built with the aid of federal 

. 18 
funds have been major achievements of the municipal operatlon. 

The loop network of mains permits continuous circulation of water 

through the system and reduces the danger of freezing. The improve-

ment and expansion of the system is vital because of the health 

danger resulting from individual residence wells and cesspools lo-

cated in very close proximity to one another. The system listed 

19 eleven hundred sixty-five customers in February 1959. Another 

important contribution of the expanded water system is the increase in 

the number of fire hydrants. This is reported to be one hundred 

16 

17 
Ibid., p. 29. 

Ibid., p. 31. 

18 Alaska Territorial Employment Service, Alaska Employment 
Security Labor Market Newsletter, Fairbanks Area, Vol. I, No. 2, 
October 1957, p. 4. 

19 Personal Correspondence -w-ith Frank Napleton, General 
Hanager, Hunicipal Utilities System, Fairbanks, Alaska. February 16, 1959. 
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hventy and is to reduce fire insurance rates by as much as twenty-

20 
five percent while giving greater property protecti on. 

The electricity production and distribution system of Fair-

banks was purchased from the Northern Commercial Company by the city 

on July JO, 1950. 21 This included the steam distribution system 

which heats sorne of the buildings in the downtown area. The steam 

is a b~roduct of the thermoelectric coal fired, electrical generat-

ing installation. The distribution lines have been expanded and 

increased in size to acco~odate the increased number of users which 

now number four thousand ninety-nine. 22 Power production f acilities 

have been expanded until the system now has a name plate rating of 

eighty-five hundred kilowatts which is adequate for the needs of the 

immediate future. 2J Another power supplier in the Fairbanks area 

is the Golden Valley Electrical Association. The association serves 

the rural area around Fairbanks with the exception of sorne of t he 

subdivisions Hhich adjoin Fairbanks. Hith the aid of Rural El ect ri-

fication Authority financing, the Golden Valley Electrical Association 

has purchased the ten thousand kilowat t pm•er plant of the United 

20 
Cooley , oo. cit., p . 31. 

21 Ibid. , p • 2') . 

22 Mapleton, op. cit. 

23 Fairbanks Daily News-Miner, Progr ess Edi tian, November 
19 54' p • 1)0 • 



172 

States Smelting and Refining Company for one million, five hundred 

twenty-five thousand dollars. 24 In 1954 this organization had twenty-

one hundred members served by sorne two hundred fifty miles of power 

line. 25 The expansion of electric power to the area surrounding Fair-

banks is an asset favoring permanence because of the amenities that 

it offers and the increase in mechanical equipment which electricity 

makes possible for the farmer and home owner. The association has 

also awarded a contract for studies of a coal mine mouth plant in 

26 
the Healy area south of Nenana. The goal of the project is lower 

power production costs and an increase of power supplies in the Fair-

banks area. Cheaper power will facilitate an expansion of the ameni-

ties of the r esidents and will create more favor able conditions for 

indus trial growth and expansion. Table No . XVT compares current 

high rates in Fairbanks with those of Bellingham, Hashington, a city 

vJi th average Pacifie North~-rest r ates for pri vately mmed power supplies. 

The telephone system of Fairbanks has been expanded and im-

proved since it was acquired by the Municipal Utilities System. The 

syst em had added a new concrete building to house the dial equipment 

that was purchased. The number of telephones has been increased so 

that the demands fo r service Hi thin Fairbanks and the immediate 

24 
Ibid., p. 31. 

2.5 
Ibid. 

26 "'"irbanks Daily News-Hiner, Al l Alaska Edition , November 
20 , 19.57 , ~; 15. 
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TABLE NO. XVI 

ALL ELECTRIC RATES - FAIRBANKS, ALASKA AHD BELLINGHAH, WASHINGTON 

Minimum 
charge 

(Lighting, hot water heating and cooking 
done by electricity). 

Fairbanks 

$17.50 (up to 250 ~WH) 

.04 per KWH for next 
500 KWH 

.05 per KWH over 750 ~~ 

Bellingham 

$4.50 ( up to 270 Iülli) 

.007per KWH for next 
730 KWH 

.01 per ~Vill over 1000 
KHH 

Sources: Fairbanks Municipal Utilities System, Fairbanks Telephone 
Department, City of Fairbanks and Vicinity. Telephone Directo~, 
October 1957, p. 4. 

Telephone Conversation, Service Representative, Puget 
Sound Power and Light Company, Bellingham, Washington, November 
1958. (Bellingham rates have been stable for a number of years). 
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environs can be met. 
27 

Customers now served total forty-three hundred. 

Telephone service is adequate for the more closely settled areas of 

the Fairbanks area. The expansion of this important form of connnuni-

cation will depend in part on an increase in potential customers 

which will make the extension of lines into new service areas economie. 

The system is linked vnth the rest of the United States, Canada, 

Alaska and other parts of the world by the Alaska Communication System, 

a part of the Signal Corps, United States Anny. 

Tourism is another contributor to the economie life and to the 

pennanence of settlement in the Fairbanks area. The colorful gold 

rush past of Fairbanks, its northern locat ion, the good high .. ;ay sys-

tem and the central location are contributing factors. The variety 

of transportation forms, rail, air, highway and even river boat tours, 

broaden the attraction of the area. Fairbanks is a center for high-

way trips to Circle City on the Yukon, Livengood and the extension of 

the Elliott Highway to Rampart, and the newly finished raad link with 

28 
Nenana. l'li th the addi tian of sui table tourist housing in the forrn 

of facilities like the modern sixty-four unit Traveler's Inn, the 
20 

Fairbanks area can better serve and be served by the summer visitors. / 

27 ]Japleton, op. ci t. 

28 
Alaska Territorial 2mployment Service, Alaska Employment 

Security Commission Labor Harket Newsletter, F~ürbanks Area, November 
1 ' 19 58 ' p. 2. 

29 

20 , 1957. 
Fairbanks Daily i~evrs-Hiner, Progress Edition , 1·Jovember 
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The active advertising and promotion campaigns of the Fairbanks 

Chamber of Commerce, the Alaska Visitors Association, travel agencies 

and transportation companies aid in maintaining and expanding the 

tourist business of Alaska. 

Offices of civilian government agencies located in the area 

bring diversity in the economie support. In addition to the direct 

support of the people employed by the agencies, the government offices 

attract people requiring or seeking their services. The United 

States District Court serving the Fourth Judicial Division serves 

JO 
to illustrate the point. Nine full time employees operate the 

important judicial function which attracts people from the two hundred 

forty-seven thousand, five hundred eight square miles of the Fourth 

Judicial Division for court justice.J1 

The Bureau of Land Management of the U~ited States Department 

of the Interior maintains district offices in Fairbanks serving a 

major part of interior Alaska. Services include fire protection and 

forestry management for the millions of acres of interior forests. 

The Bureau of Land Management also maintains an office for the record-

ing of land and mineral claims located on the public domain. In all, 

the bureau employs fifty-three people throughout the year with several 

JO Personal communication with Mrs. Doris Wilkin, Secretary 
ta Judge Forbe, U. S. District Court, Division No. 4, Fairbanks, Alaska, 
March 12, 1959. 

J1 U. S. Congress, Alaska, House Document 197, 82d. Congress, 
lst Session, (Washington: Government Printing Office, January 1952), 
p. JJ. 
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J2 
times that nwmber on the payroll during the summer fire season. 

The location of the record.ing office for land and mineral claims 

focuses the attention of the residents of the Fourth and Second 

Judicial Divisions on Fairbanks for these services. 

The United States Department of Agriculture has sorne fourteen 

year-around employees at the Agricultural Experiment Station with 

additional seasonal workers in the summer season. The economie 

support and the research carried out are valuable assets to the 

are a. 

The Bureau of Public Roads, successor to the Alaska Road 

Commission, employs a force of one hundred twenty-five full time 

employees and an additional one hundred twenty-five workmen during 

the construction season to maintain the road system which converges 

on Fairbanks. 33 The maintenance of the vital transportation network 

further extends the economie base. 

The United States Department of the Treasury employs from 

seventy-five ta one hundred in the Bureau of Internal Revenue, 

Bureau of Customs, Veterans Administration, Selective Service System, 

Federal Communications Commission, Veterans Administration and Post 

Office. The greatest number are employed by the post office.J4 

32 
Personal correspondence with Richard L. Quintus, Operations 

Supervisor, Bureau of Land Management, U. S. Department of the Interior, 
Fairbanks, Alaska. March 9, 1959. 

JJ 
Personal correspondence with H. W. Johansen, Division Engin-

eer, Bureau of Publi c Roads, Region 10, Fairbanks , Alaska, March 11, 1959 . 

34 Personal correspondence with D. E. Royer, Superintendent 
of Mails, Fairbanks, Alaska. March 12, 1959 . 
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The Department of Commerce employs about twenty in the 

Weather Bureau and Coast and Geode~c Survey Division. 35 The organi-

zations provide valuable services for the area and collect scientific 

data with a wide range of uses. In addition, the Federal Aviation 

Agency requires one hundred forty- two salaried indi viduals for the 

operations conducted in the area.36 

The Geological Survey of the United States Department of the 

Interior maintains the Alaska Geology Branch, Map Distribution Office 

and Topographie Division offices in Fairbanks and on the campus of 

the University of Alaska. The activities and services of the agency 

attract people interested in mineral resources from much of Alaska 

and the United States. The regular staff of twelve is greatly 

expanded during the summer field season. 

Various territorial agencies, excluding the University of 

Alaska have an employment of approximately one hundred. Of major 

importance from the standpoint of permanence is the Agricultural 

Extension Service and the Geophysical Institute with fourteen and 

eighteen employees respectively~7 The service and research functions 

which are performed by the agencies bring prestige to the area and 

also permanence. 

35 Personal correspondence with William C. Duggin, Meteorolo­
gist in Charge, Weather Bureau, Fairbanks, Alaska. Harch 3, 1959, and 
Clyde J. Beers, Observer in Charge, College Magnetic Observato~, 
College, Alaska, Harch 20, 1959. 

36 Personal Correspondence with Frank I. Richter, Personnel 
Officer, Federal Aviation Agency, Anchorage, Alaska. March 12, 1959. 

37 
Cooley, op. cit. pp. 11-12. 
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The "other contributors" taken in toto are important for 

supplying a variety of support for the Fairbanks area. The contri­

bution of the amenities of everyd~ living is important in this 

northern area where modern living standards may not be taken for 

granted. In the economie, cultural and social face of life in the 

Fairbanks area the "other contributors" make significant additions 

to permanence. 



CHAPTER VIII 

CONCLUSIONS 

Diversification of the Economie Base 

When planning any new settlement which will be permanent, 

every attempt should be made to make the economie base as diverse 

in character as possible. In the initial stages of settlement, the 

variety of economie support may, of necessity, be quite limited. 

Continual efforts should be directed towards expansion of the variety 

of economie functions. In the Fairbanks area illustration, mining 

served as the initial activity. Subsequently, agriculture, higher 

education, military activity and tourist business have also been 

added, actively encouraged, and sought after by the residents of 

the area. Due to a sustained effort by the people of the area, the 

transportation facilities have constantly improved enabling the area 

to expand as a supply center for the interior. The addition of the 

military is in large part due to the superior development of trans­

portation and urban services in comparison with other interior Alaskan 

locations. Thus, analysis of the successful Fairbanks area indicates 

that effective transportation is an essential ingredient for perman­

ent land settlement. For normal growth and development, air and high­

way connections appear most essential. Rail and water transportation 

service is highly desirable. In the cases of island settlement, water 

movement may be a substitute for highw~ links to the major settled 
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area of North America. Because of the importance of transportation 

in modern day life, settlements should expend every effort to enlarge, 

diversify, modernize and cheapen transportation. If the site and 

situation of the settlement permits, an active campaign should be 

conducted to attain the role of a transportation and distribution 

center. 

If the physical environment of the area is suitable for agri-

culture,the following points should be kept in mind. Agricultural 

development cannat be successful unless adequate markets are present 

or can be developed. The Matanuska Valley development is a good 

illustration of this point. 
1 

Capital in sufficient amounts to estab-

lish mechanized agricultural units of an economical size is an abso-

lute necessity. Interest rates must be similar or perhaps lower than 

those found in functioning agricultural areas of Canada and the United 

States. The floundering small scale, slow growth of agriculture in 

the Fairbanks area strongly supports this contention. Adequate data 

on climatic conditions, precipitation, bath as to amounts and distri-

bution, length of growing season, average snow depth, f requency of 

storms which are a peril to agricultural production and transporta-

tian as well, are essential to determine whether or not an untried 

area has agricultural potential. I n addition, settlement planning 

1 Kirk H. Stone , The Matanuska Valley Colony, Bureau of Land 
Management, U. S. Depar t ment of the I nterior, (Washington, Government 
Pri nti ng Office, 1950), p. 82 (mimeogr aphed). 
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and estimates of capital needed cannat be made without information 

on permafrost occurrence and type, domestic water supplies, including 

quantity, quality, availability and cost of acquiring the water. 

Soil surveys which indicate land capability, fertilizer requirements 

and cultivation practices suitable for the area are also essential. 

The rural areas must have roads usable throughout the year. This will 

permit the maintenance of the vital services of school busses, mail 

and the flow of agricultural supplies and products. Electric power 

for the operation of agricultural machinery, household appliances, 

lighting and radios is an important factor in permanent agricultural 

settlement. 

Permanent settlement requires a well developed set of ameni­

ties and cultural associations. An adequate and safe water supply, 

provision for safe disposal of sewage, and sufficient amounts of 

electricity are prime requirements. Public schools through the high 

school level must be available within daily commuting distance. Social 

health facilities including a hospital and dental care are virtual 

necessities. 

Obviously many of these necessary services must be performed 

and financed by local government. This realization brings to bear 

two important considerations. First, there must be an appraisal 

made of the taxa'~le assets which will be available and the cost of 

the services Hhich must be provided. Second, the pm-1er and legal 

authority of the local government to tax these assets for the purpose 

of financing the required services must be ascertained. This is of 
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particular concern in Alaska today since it has become the 49th State. 

Since the power and authority of local government is for the most part 

delegated by the state legislature by statute, subject of course to 

constitutional limitations, it would behoove future area settlement 

planners to communicate the salient considerations relating to the 

characteristic of pe~1anency to those who will be shaping the laws 

in the future. 

Churches, theaters and ether entertainment facilities, frat­

ernal organizations, television and local radio stations give a 

semblance of cultural equality with the older settled areas of Angle­

America and add stability to the settlement. Trade and service 

facilities in variety contribute to permanence. The availability of 

food, clothing, appliances, home furnishings, hardware sundries and 

ether goods reduce dependence and the tendency to orient consumer 

economies on outside areas. Locally available services should include 

the personal services of hair dressers, barbers, cleanèrs, repair 

facilities for machinery, autos, shoes and appliances. 

The Fairbanks area settlement is well established on a bread 

economie base assuring a continued existence. The mining activity, 

which was responsible for tl~ original settlement over fifty years 

ago, is still producing income and jobs for this area and there are 

indications that it will continue to do so for sorne years to come. 

After the exhaustion of the local mineral deposits, important corel­

lary activities perfonned by the University of Alaska and its School 

of Mines and the United States Geological Survey branch offices will 
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continue. 

Transportation. Fairbanks has developed into a transportation 

focal point for interior Alaska. This gives the area an economie 

asset which is destined to grow and expand as the interior is opened 

and developed. Fairbanks is not only the hub of a highway system 

which is continually expanding, but it also enjoys the role of a 

central base of operations for airlines serving interior and northern 

Alaska. The development of this area into the transportation hub 

of the interior was facilitated by the Alaska Railroad more than any 

ether single factor. 

The Alaska Railroad in conjunction with the Alaska Steamship 

Company has long been the major carrier of bulk goods coming from 

the United States. Since the Alaska Railroad terminated at Fairbanks 

in 1923, Fairbanks became the logical break in bulk point and distri­

bution center for these goods. These were undoubtedly important 

factors contributing to the emergence of the Fairbanks area as the 

hub of the highway and air transportation systems. 

It must be recalled that the extension of the Alaska Railroad 

to Fairbanks was in large part due to the vigorous efforts of the 

citizens of Fairbanks. 

The Fairbanks example illustrates the importance of location 

in relation to a rail terminus, the drive and vigor of the local 

inhabitants to improve their status and economie significance, and 

the interrelation of the two upon the likelihood of permanent settle­

ment. 
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Agriculture. The following basic factors contribute favor-

ably to the growing importance of agriculture to the Fairbanks area; 

the increase of cleared land, the acquisition of additional farm 

machinery, the expanding distribution of electricity, the spreading 

telephone services, the building of all-weather roads, the improvement 

in facilities for storing, grading, and marketing agricultural pro­

duce, the leveling off of military construction, and an improved credit 

structure. Although the agricultural resources of the area have been 

utilized with varying intensity since the early days, today there is 

well founded growth in agricultural production. There seems to be 

tvm primary reasons for this growth. First, environmental and market­

ing conditions suitable for successful agriculture have been firmly 

established, and second, more capital for agricultural development is 

available due chiefly to the enactment of the Territorial Agricultural 

Loan Act. The revision of the land lavTS and tax laws is likely to 

add additional inertia to the agricultural growth. 

The history of agricultural development in the Fairbanks area 

teaches a valuable lesson; the physical aspects of the location such 

as soil type and climate are not necessarily controlling. The market 

potential and marketing facilities and the availability of credit are 

especially pertinent considerations when evaluating agriculture as a 

potential segment of the economie base. 

Permanent northern settlement need not be based on agriculture. 

This thesis has already been advanced by Stone and the findings of 
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the Fairbanks area study serve to reinforce his observation. 2 Never-

theless, unfortunately for northern settlement, agriculture has been 

considered of prime importance in much of the planning for new per­

manent settlement.J 

Military. Economie support of the Fairbanks area derived 

from :!:lili tary spending is presently most important and at the same 

time most perplexing. The choice of Fairbanks as the focus of mili-

tary activity, encompassing two strategie air bases, the terminus of 

a six hundred mile pipeline and a supply and labor center for mili-

tary construction and installations extending throughout interior and 

northern Alaska, has encouraged rapid economie and population growth. 

This growth in turn has accelerated improvement of transportation 

facilities, communications, public utilities and commercial establish-

ments. The net result has been the development of a variety of fac-

ilities vastly superior to those of any other area in the interior 

and northern sections. The only parallel has been at Anchorage on 

the shores of Cook Inlet in south central Alaska. 

2 Kirk H. Stone, 11Populating Alaska: United States Phase," 
Geographical Review, Vol. XLII, July 1952, p. 402. 

3 H. H. Barrows, "Statement, 11 Seminars on Alaska, Bureau of 
Land Hanagement, U. S. Department of the Interior, (Washington: 
Government Printing Office, 1950), pp. 19-21. 

Harold T. Jorgenson, "Factors to be Considered and Action 
Required to Carry Out Settlement Program for Alaska, 11 Seminars on 
Alaska, Bureau of Land Hanagement, U. S. Department of the Interior, 
(Washington: Government Printing Office, 1950), p. 5-18. 
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Ironically, because of the great number of unpredictable 

variables influencing military operations, this most influential 

contributor to the economy of the area is also the most tenuous. 

Development of new 1·mapons, a perpetual process, could conceivably 

render the Fairbanks area worthless as a military concentration. 

Easing of tensions in Communist and Western relations might also lead 

to greàt reductions in military expenditures. However, the indivi-

dual smaller but diverse economie functions in the area give assur-

ance that the economy will not collapse even if the military is with-

drawn. The activities of the University of Alaska and federal agencies 

other than the military and the variety of commercial establishments 

including the tourist trade are examples of the important diversifi-

cation of the economy. 

Though the duration of milita~J economie support is alw~s 

tenuous, it may, nevertheless, give a settlement a needed economie 

stimulus. The effect of military support upon the probability of 

permanency will ultimately depend upon the potentials of t he other 

economie supports. I n ot her words , the boast of milita~J expendi tures 

may very well stimulat e development of t he other more permanent 

s egments of t he total economie base. An example of this is the mar ket 

provided f or t he agriculture of t he Hatanuska Vall ey by nearby mili-

4 
t ary bases. 

4 Ki r k H. Stone , The Matanuska Valley Col ony , Bureau of Land 
Management, U. S. Department of t he I nter i or, (Washi ngt on: Government 
Printing Office , 1950), p. 82 (mimeographed). 
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Amenities 

The quality and diversity of the amenities of everyday living 

continue to play an important role in the growth of the settlement. 

Within five years of the discovery of gold in the area, Fairbanks was 

equipped with electric lights, telephones, and running water. By this 

time it had also acquired the reputation of a family man's gold camp, 

due in part to the presence of facilities comparable to those existing 

in cornrnunities of sirnilar size in the United States. These amenities 

received particular attention in the period follo~Qng World War II 

because of the rapid population growth during the war and the inade­

quacies of the existing facilities. Because of the inability of the 

private mmers of public utilities to keep pace with the expanding 

population, the public utilities were purchased by the local govern­

ment. Since that tirne the local and federal governrnent agencies have 

cooperated in improvement and expansion prograrns. The Fairbanks area, 

with a population of approximately twenty-seven thousand in 1957, has 

two television stations, while few cornrnunities of this size in North 

America enjoy more than one. 

Personalities 

There is one pervading influence on the success of any settle­

ment that escapes measurement; that intangible quality of loyalty and 

identification of the settlers with their own area. These qualities 

coupled with aggressive leadership may mean the difference between 

stagnation followed by attrition of population and steady growth, 
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expansion, and diversity of economie and cultural activities. The 

Fairbanks example is an admirable one. James Wickersham, Judge 

and Delegate to Congress, took a paternal interest in the affairs of 

Fairbanks. In the first year of the community he moved the important 

judicial and mineral claim recording activities of the government to 

Fairbanks. Later he championed the cause of the railroad in his 

1-vork as Delegate from Alaska in the halls of C:mgr ess . Although he 

was never a permanent resident of the area, his interest and support 

in the growth and development aided Fairbanks immeasurably. 

Austin Lathrop, the Alaskan millionair e , who li ved in Fairbanks , 

also exhibi t ed great faith and pride in the communi ty. He bui lt the 

first radio station in part as the contribution of a public spirited 

citizen. He also provided capital for various ether types of busi­

nesses in the area such as permanent concrete buildings, theaters, 

and coal mines which provided the area with part of its fuel require­

ments. Indeed , Mr. Lathrop is a unique example of a public spirited 

man who amassed a fortune in Alaska, l ived in Fairbanks , Alaska and 

i nvested his money in Alaskan ventures . 

The two men described above illustrate the disproportional 

influence that individual leaders can have on all the ether factors 

conducive to lasting settlement. 

Less f orceful people wi th the same strong identification >vi t h 

an area may have an equall y valuable influence on these other f actors 

through organized group action. The people of Fair banks have sho>Vn 

this characteristic on numerous occasions. They petitioned for t he 

-
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establis~~ent of the Agricultural ExperL~ent Station and it was a 

public subscription drive that financed the pilot mill for crushing 

lode gold ore. 7he Fairbanks Commercial Club, a more formal organ­

ization, collected approximately five t housand dollars to improve 

the roads tributary to the area in a period of contracting settlement . 

Organizations promoting the \ielfare and interests of the area 

should be actively encouraged. They stimulat e pride , association 

and identification 1d th the local are a. Communi ty planners would do 

';-Tell to consider the significance of the char acter and personali ty 

of the settler upon the probability of engineering a permanent settle­

ment . 

Though the technique of selecting this type of individual and 

attracting him to northern localities is beyond the scope of this 

study, the possibility should not be neglected. 
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