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FOREWORD

ALASKA DISTRICT 50TH ANNIVERSARY
1946-1996

owhere in this Nation has the imprint of the U.S. Army Corps

of Engineers been more far reaching than in Alaska. Nearly a

century has passed since the first major civil works project,
Nome Harbor, was built. From Nome’s gold rush to today’s era of petroleum
energy, Alaska has truly been the “last frontier.”

The basic development of Alaskan infrastructure usually involved the
Corps. We have been the leader in Arctic Engineering. Three of our state’s major
highways — the Richardson, Steese, and Elliott — were named for Engineer
officers who were instrumental in opening up Alaska. During World War I, it
was the Corps who constructed a vast network of defense facilities, including the
famed Alaska Highway.

In 1996, the Alaska District celebrated its 50th anniversary. In the past 50
years, we’'ve built, expanded, and revitalized all of the major military bases in
Alaska. The District was an early leader in the environmental field. In 1984 we
started removing contamination from World War II and Cold War bases. We've
built over four dozen ports, the Chena Lakes Flood Control Project to remove the
threat of catastrophic flooding in Fairbanks, and we continue to maintain
navigation channels at many harbors vital to commerce and transportation in this
remote land.

The Corps has helped in countless emergencies such as seasonal flooding,
rebuilding from the disastrous 1964 Good Friday Earthquake, and arresting the
damage caused by the grounding of the tanker Exxon Valdez. Our role in
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administering the Clean Water Act is a critical tool in maintaining the critical
environmental balance in this vast, sensitive land.

As we approach our new century, the Alaska District has a stable work
load, a skilled and dedicated work force, and the ability to continue our service
to the state and nation. As this history shows, our heritage is colorful, our people
outstanding, and our contributions significant. The U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers is proud to be part of Alaska.

340 W

Peter A. Topp
Colonel, Engineers
District Engineer

Colonel Peter A. Topp
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PREFACE

ew agencies influenced the development of Alaska more than the

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Corps). In the early 20th century,

the Corps improved harbor facilities and helped create the first
communications and road systems in Alaska. During World War II and the Cold
War era, the agency built and expanded military bases and airfields in the Far
North. The Alaska District, established in 1946, provided emergency assistance
after the earthquake in 1964 and the Chena River Flood in 1967. Owing to the
significance of the Corps’ activities in the Far North, the agency contracted with
Historical Research Associates, Inc. (HRA) to write the following history. It is
divided into three periods: 1867-1945, 1946-1974, and 1975-1992.

The first section begins with the American purchase of Alaska, and focuses
on military development during World War II. Many of the topics examined here
— including the Corps’ wartime construction and the strategic importance of
Alaska — have already been investigated, most notably by Lyman L. Woodman
and W.A. Jacobs. Accordingly, the authors relied primarily on secondary sources
in the first section. The authors also drew from Brigadier General Benjamin B.
Talley’s extensive logs, as well as oral interviews with Corps personnel.

The second section analyzes the formation of the Alaska District, and the
influence of the Cold War on civil and military projects, and how the develop-
ment of Alaska has affected the Corps” work in the Far North.

The third section analyzes the continuing importance of military development
in the modern era, and outlines the expansion of civil projects in Alaska. To date,
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- few historians have examined the Corps’ recent activities in Alaska. For this
reason, the authors conducted archival research for the history of the Cold War
era and the modern period. In addition to consulting Corps materials at the
Alaska District and the National Archives and Federal Records Centers in
Anchorage and Washington, D.C., they reviewed a variety of primary sources
at the University of Alaska, Alaska Resources Library, U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service, Z.]. Loussac Public Library, Historical and Fine Arts Museum, and the
University of Washington. Although much of this research focused on the Army
Engineers, the authors also consulted the records of other agencies and
organizations to obtain their perspective on Corps activities in Alaska. In
addition, the authors conducted interviews with Alaska District employees as
well as personnel from other agencies.

The overarching theme in these three sections concerns the distinctive
environment of the Far North. Few areas in the world present more rugged
conditions than Alaska. The following history examines how the Corps adapted
to the unique landscape and climate of the Far North, and how the Army
Engineers devised innovative solutions to the problems they faced working in
Alaska.

vi
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