Chapter. One

THE CORPS OF ENGINEERS

IN ALASKA, 1869-1946

On 16 June 1775, Gen. George
Washington selected Col. Richard
Gridley to serve as the Chief of Engi-
neers for the Continental Army, then
laying siege to the City of Boston. This
appointment is usually regarded as
the formal foundation of military engi-
neering in the United States Army.
Two years later, the Continental Con-
gress established the first Corps of En-
gineers, an organization disbanded at
the end of the war in 1783 and later re-
ccnstituted in 1802. From that period,
the Corps of Engineers has been re-
sponsible for a wide range of activities
in support of the combat forces em-
ployed by the United States. But its
place in American history has not
been restricted to military missions.
From the General Survey Act of 1824
down to the present, the Corps has
contributed to an increasing variety of
civil works ranging from exploration
and surveying to the building of har-
bors, canals, and roads, as well as
comprehensive water resources
management.

The history of the Corps in Alaska
has closely paralleled the general his-
tory of the development of the region,
a history that has passed through at
least three major phases and now ap-
pears to be embarked on a fourth.

Early Alaska, down to the arrival and
settlement of the Russians, was chief-
ly characterized by a native subsist-
ence economy. The fur-sealing activi-
ties of the Russians were but the initial
phase of a period in which extractive
industries of a limited sort grew up in
the Alaskan economy. In addition to
fur-sealing there appeared, especially
from the middle 1890's, fishing, lum-
bering, and above all mining for gold,
copper, and coal. The new economic
activity and the accompanying popu-
lation growth generated a need for ex-
panded transportation facilities and
provided the initial stimulus for Corps
civil works activities in the territory.

The tremendous expansion of mili-
tary activity in Alaska during World
War Il considerably changed the na-

~ ture of Alaskan economy and society.

One scholar has gone so far as to label
the period from 1940 to 1959 as ‘’Mili-
tary Alaska.’”’ 'The mobilization of
large military forces in World War I
and the subsequent strategic impor-
tance of Alaska as a forward warning
post in the Cold War era not only sub-
stantially increased the work of the
Corps in Alaska but for a considerable
time altered its emphasis away from
civil works to the direct support of
military activities.



In time the mission of the Corps
changed again. By the late 1950's and
early 1960’s the building of military fa-
cilities in Alaska was more or less
completed and the Corps’ efforts in
civil works again came to the front. As
it developed, the Corps’ civil mission
came to have three dimensions--the
maintenance of works previously laid
down, the revival and completion of
projects advocated or initiated before
the onset of the war, and the compre-
hensive review of all Alaskan water re-
sources with a view to flood control
and the development of hydroelectric
power.

The renewed emphasis on civil
works was accompanied and stimu-
lated by new developments in the
Alaskan economy, chiefly the growth
of the services industries and the

population expansion associated with
that. By the early 1970's, still another
element had been injected--the devel-
opment of a large scale petroleum in-
dustry. Having largely completed its
early navigation projects and its major
construction projects for the military,
the Corps is now faced with such new
and diverse tasks as planning in sup-
port of urban development, water-
shed management for large urban
populations (especially in the Anchor-
age area), and the generation of hy-
droelectric power.

If the mission of the Engineers has
undergone considerable change in the
last seventy years, so also has the or-
ganization of the Corps. At the time of
Alaska’s purchase from the Russians,
all Engineer activity in the west and
northwest (apart from individual offi-
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cers attached to field commands) was
under the control of a District head-
quarters in San Francisco. In 1871,
this large district was split and a sec-
ond headquarters created at Portland.
Then, in its turn, the Portland Engi-
neer District was divided and a third
District headquarters established at
Seattle (1896).2 The Seattle District
was responsible for Corps civil works
in Alaska down to 1921 when the
Juneau District was created. This ex-
periment in Alaskan-based admini-
stration came to an end in 1932 when
the Seattle District resumed its former
Alaskan responsibilities. In 1939,
Seattle again took a step toward local
administration when it established an
Area Office in Anchorage.

The sudden and large demands of
World War |l produced a variety of or-
ganization expedients and arrange-
ments in Alaska. The general effect of
the demands of mobilization in Alaska
accelerated the trend back toward lo-
cally based administration. After go-
ing through a number of interim struc-
tures, by the end of 1943 the Alaska
Defense Command (later the Alaskan
Department) had assumed control

over all military construction in Alas-

ka. At the end of the war, the en-
larged military presence in the region
and the prospect of new military as-
signments for the Engineers led to the
creation of the Alaska District.

In addition to their service under
Corps of Engineer organizations, En-
gineer officers have undertaken tasks
in Alaska under the direction of other
authorities ranging from department
and field commands to special com-

missions created for Federal admini-
stration in Alaska before it became a
state. For example, Engineers worked
for the Board of Road Commissioners
for Alaska (commonly referred to as
the Alaska Road Commission) created
in 1905 to improve land communica-
tions in the region, especially the pack
trail and wagon road running from
Valdez in the south to Eagle in the in-
terior. As Congress placed this body
under the War Department, Engineer
officers not only worked for it but oc-
casionally presided over it. In the peri-
od from 1905 to 1909, Rivers and Har-
bors work in Alaska fell under the jur-
isdiction of the ARC. A significant
testimony to Engineer service with the
ARC, and their contribution to road
building in Alaska in general, is the
fact that three of Alaska’s modern
highways are named after Engineer
officers--Maj. Wilds P. Richardson,
Col. J.G. Steese, and Maj. Malcolm
S. Elliott. Beyond service for the ARC,
Engineer officers were also involved in
the construction of the Alaska Rail-
road (completed in 1923) under the
jurisdiction of the Alaska Engineering
Commission. 3 -

No account of organized human ac-
tivity in Alaska can ignore the difficul-
ties presented by the Alaskan envi-
ronment. This is especially true in the
case of the Corps of Engineers. Engi-
neering in Alaska has had to contend
with a harsh, difficult, and extremely
varied climate. The word ““Alaska’” al-
most always produces an initial image
of severe cold, snow, and ice, but in
reality there are a number of distinctly
different climatic regions in Alaska



Brig. Gen. Wilds P. Richardson

and each presents particular difficul-
ties for engineering and construction.

Southeastern or Panhandle Alaska
consists of islands and a-narrow and
extremely rugged coastal strip border-
ing Canada. The area experiences a
comparatively mild and wet climate

rather like that of Washington state.

The topography stands in the way of
any land route north from Ketchikan
so the entire area depends on aircraft
and waterborne transport. The off-
shore islands do provide sufficient

cover from the Pacific Ocean for the
existence of a sheltered water route
from Seattle to Skagway commonly
referred to as the “’Inside Passage."’

Southcentral Alaska curves west-
ward from the northern edge of the
Panhandle to the tip of the Alaskan
Peninsula. The Alaska Range partially
shields this region from the severities
of the Arctic air masses but it also un-
fortunately stands in the way of easy
land communications with the interior.

Southwestern Alaska presents still
more difficuit topography. The Alaska
Peninsula is marked by numberless
lakes, bays, coves, inlets, and volca-
noes. From the Peninsula, the Aleu-
tian Chain spreads westward toward
Asia, a line of barren islands, subject
to the most violent types of weather
and possessing very few safe harbors.

The Alaskan interior consists largely
of rolling uplands bounded on the
south by the Alaska Range and on the
north by the Brooks Range. It extends
from the Canadian border nearly to
the Bering Sea and is traversed by the
endlessly meandering Yukon River. It
is in this region that the greatest sea-
sonal range of temperatures occurs.
In-winter, the temperature may fall to
as low as -80 degrees (F.) and in sum-
mer, it may rise to as much as 90 de-
grees (F.) above zero. ’

Western Alaska is made up of that
region of muskeg-covered lowland ly-
ing between the interior and the Ber-
ing Sea. The area is sprinkled with
thousands of lakes and ponds and it
receives the full effects of the bitter
wind and winter storms from the Ber-
ing Sea.



Finally, there is the Arctic Region,
extending north from the Brooks
Range up to the Arctic Ocean. It is a
vast monotonous plain swept by per-
sistent wind. The coastline is bound
by ice for most of the year and the
permafrost mantle in the region is said
to reach depths of 2,000 feet.

The Alaskan environment imposes
a multitude of severe difficulties on
engineering activity. To begin with,
Alaska’s separation from the conti-
nental United States (and from major
Canadian economic centers as well)
has imposed large and often prohibi-
tive costs on the movement of goods
to the region. To put it simply, this
isolation, more than any other factor,
has historically made large scale con-
struction extremely expensive.

The problem of distance is made
worse by topography. Until the con-
struction of the ALCAN (now Alaska)
Highway in 1942, there was no land
connection with the “lower 48.”" The
rugged coastline prohibits the devel-
opment of roads in that area. Sea
communication is protected by the In-
side Passage, but north and west

from the Passage, vessels must cross

the treacherous Gulf of Alaska. If they
wish to travel further north they must
contend with the twin hazards of
weather and ice.

With the exception of the Panhan-
dle, the Alaskan construction season
is severely limited by snow and ice
that comes too early and leaves too
late. This problem works to increase
costs and often forces projects to en-
dure over long periods; occasionally it

generates pressures also to do work
too hastily.

Communications difficulties and
seasonal limitations are not the sum of
construction difficulties in Alaska.
Muskeg is a heavy moss found in
bogs, sometimes to a depth of fifteen
to twenty feet. Once the surface of
this spongy matter is broken it cannot
support any weight and becomes sim-
ply impossible as a foundation for
buildings, roads, and airfields. Where
permanent facilities are needed, it
must be stripped away and a firmer
foundation provided. )

Ordinary frost in Alaska produces
the usual heaves familiar to anyone
living in the northern region of the
United States. It is permafrost that
presents relatively unique problems. It
is hard and it can break drills and piles,
but the most common difficulties arise
from the disturbance of the ground
over permafrost by construction acti-
vity. This usually affects the delicate
balance between freezing and thaw-
ing, creating in time very difficult
problems of heaving and subsidence
that can reduce buildings and roads to
shambles. 4

In short, taken together, climate,
terrain, permafrost, muskeg, and rela-
tive isolation from the “Outside’”” have
historically posed a range of problems
for engineers encountered in no other
area of the United States and its
possessions.

The earliest activities: of Engineer
officers in Alaska were largely in the
form of exploration. Capt. Charles W.



Raymond is usually regarded as the
first Engineer officer to carry out an
important mission in the region. Ray-
mond, who ranked first in his West
Point class of 1865, was given his first
independent duty in 1869 barely two
years after the purchase of Alaska
from the Russians. He was ordered to
explore the Yukon River from its
mouth to Fort Yukon with the princi-
pal object of determining whether the
Hudson’s Bay Company post located
there was in American territory.®

Lt Col. Charles W. Raymo;fd, CE, 1900.

Raymond left San Francisco on 6
April 1869 on the brig, Commodore.
This ship carried on its deck a small 50
foot sternwheel boat appropriately
named Yukon. The steamer belonged
to the Alaska Commercial Company

and was to be used to service agents
of the Company on the Yukon River.
On 29 June, Raymond arrived at Saint
Michael, the old Russian outpost on
Norton Sound; the following day the
Yukon was launched and made ready
for the journey upriver. With two bar-
gesin tow, Raymond and his party.
made for the Apoon mouth of the Yu-
kon. A month later, after travelling
just over 1,000 miles, the party arrived
at Fort Yukon where after a week’s
delay a solar eclipse allowed Raymond
to make longitudinal calculations
showing the Bay Company’s post to
be well inside American territory. Ray-
mond ordered the Company to vacate
the post and cease doing business
downstream further into Alaska. On 9
August, he raised the American flag
and formally took possession of the
post.

As the Yukon was to be used for
A.C. Company purposes, Raymond
and his assistants had to find another
means to return to Saint Michael.
They built a small skiff from spruce
drift logs, caulked it with rags, and
coated it with pitch. With this make-
shift arrangement they made their
way -slowly down the river suffering
many hardships enroute. On 27 Sep-
tember, they departed from St. Mich-
ael in a more conventional and com-
fortable craft, their assignment
completed. ‘

Captain Raymond was not the first
explorer of the Yukon region; he did -
not provide the first accounts of the
people, flora, and fauna of the area
along the river. But he did produce a
map and a chart of the river that were



clearly superior to older ones and his
recorded observations were a sub-
stantial contribution to the corpus of
material on the region.©

Between August and October 1896,
another Engineer officer, Capt. David
Dubose Gaillard, carried out an exam-
ination of the Portland Canal, the wa-
terway which forms part of the border
between southeastern Alaska and
Canada. Gaillard’s report contains a
detailed description of the Canal in-
cluding the observation that at that
time there were no inhabitants on the
Alaskan side. During the course of the
exploration, Gaillard and his men built
four storehouses along the canal,
which he believed to have been the
first masonry buildings erected in
Alaska.’

in the 1890’s the Army’s responsi-
bilities were greatly enlarged by the in-
flux of prospectors into the region. By
1904, the Army had established posts
at Rampart City, Circle City, Fort Gib-
bon (near Tanana), and Fort Egbert
(at Eagle) in the north. In the west
there were posts at Fort Saint Michael
and Nome. And of course, troops
were maintained at Haines (Fort Se-
ward) and Valdez (Fort Liscum) in ad-
dition to the re-established Fort
Wrangell. :

The problem of communication be-
tween these posts led first to the de-
velopment of a telegraph system by
the Army. In 1900, the Army Signal
Corps completed a 25 mile line from
Nome to Port Safety. Four years later
the Signal Corps had' finished what
came to be known as WAMCATS

(Washington-Alaska Military Cable
and Telegraph System), a network
binding together all the interior posts
and providing them with communica-
tion to the ““Outside,” Seattle in this
case.

The problems of communication al-
so led to the survey and development
of a land route from the south to the
interior on the Yukon. Captain W.R.
Abercrombie, who had been involved
previously in Alaskan exploration, laid
out a trail between Fort Liscum at Val-
dez and Fort Egbert at Eagle on the
Yukon. In 1904, Capt. Wilds P. Rich-
ardson laid out a trail from this military
road to the mining settlement at Fair-
banks. These trails ultimately became
the Richardson and Taylor High-
ways. 8

Pressure to develop land communi-
cations was not the only result of the
gold rush. The flood of gold seekers
and the quickening of economic activ-
ity associated with the rush placed
great stress on the facilities for com-
munication by sea. The Corps of En-
gineers undertook its first responsibili-
ties as an institution in 'Alaska in direct
response to this problem. The first civ-
il works assignment carried out by the
Corps in Alaska was an examination
and survey of navigation conditions in
Wrangell Narrows in 1902-3.

The report of the survey reveals the
makeshift arrangements the Corps
was forced to operate under in Alaska
in these early years. In fact, the Seattle
District did not initially submit a sur-
vey done by its own officers but in-
stead relied on the testimony of sever-



al ship’s officers who had experienced
difficulty in navigating the Narrows.

In 1903, however, the Seattle Dis-
trict dispatched a survey and evalua-
tion team of its own to the area. They
reported the Narrows to have insuffi-
cient depths for vessels other than
small tugs and fishing boats. Larger
vessels had to wait for favorable water
or detour via Sumner Strait, Christiana

Sound, and Chatham Strait, an in-

creased distance of some ninety miles
over the Narrows passage. The survey
also pointed out the existence of diffi-
cult tides and dangerous shoals; it
recommended dredging a channel 20
feet deep and 200 feet wide through
the passage. Unfortunately, the cost
of such a project (the contemporary
estimates varied between $1 million
and $1.6 million) was prohibitive at
the time and Congress did not ap-
prove it until the mid-twenties. ©

The first Engineer project carried
through to completion in Alaska was
the Saint Michael Canal. In spite of its
remote location and the fact that it

was blocked by ice eight months out

of the year, Saint Michael served as
the principal port of entry to the Yu-
kon River trade, a trade that expanded
considerably as a consequence of the
gold rush. In addition,” Saint Michael
served as a distribution center for a
number of small villages located along
the shore of Norton Sound.

In order to facilitate navigation into
the Yukon, the Engineers dredged a
passageway from a natural channel
between the Sound and Saint Michael
Bay. This channel became a canal 100

feet wide and 6 feet deep over a
length of about six miles. When the
project was completed in 1911 it pro-
vided a sheltered passageway for riv-
erboats to the Apoon mouth of the
Yukon. 10
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In the Yukon Delta there are shoals
made up of pillows of silt formed by
the river at flood stage and shaped by
wind and tides. These shoals were a
constant danger and source of frus-
tration when entering the river through

‘the Apoon. In 1910, shippers peti-

tioned Congress for improvements in
the Apoon channel. Despite reserva-
tions about the cost, the Chief of En-
gineers finally approved the project.
When the work was completed in
1915 (at a cost of $132,000) the Engi-
neers had dredged a channel to a
depth of 6 feet and a width of 1560 to
200 feet.1! Unfortunately, the eco-
nomic value of the Saint Michael Ca-
nal and the improvement of the Apoon



declined rapidly in the early twenties
when freight traffic for interior Alaska
shifted away from the mouth of the
Yukon to the newly constructed Alas-
ka Railroad. 12

The gold rush community of Nome
also received attention from the Corps
in this early period. Nome was virtu-
ally nonexistent in 1895; four years lat-
er, following the discovery of gold on
Anvil Creek {(and later along the shore
of Norton Sound), Nome’s beaches
were crowded with 15,000 or more ea-
ger prospectors. Vessels transporting

goods and men to this area encoun-
tered a fundamental problem--there
were no harbor facilities for ocean-
going craft. Shallow water extended
out some two miles from the shoreline
and there was no shelter from the vi-
cious Bering Sea storms. Initially, ves-
sels transferred cargo ashore by the
most rudimentary lighter craft, in
some cases cargo that would float
was simply thrown overboard and left
to float ashore.

In 1904, a private company was "
granted permission to dredge the

Jetties, channel, and turning basin at Nome. Sea wall is at right of harbor entrance.
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mouth of the Snake River (on the
west edge of Nome) out to the open
beach and to protect the resulting
channel with jetties. It was expected
that tolls would pay for the construc-
tion of this rudimentary harbor, but
after a year’s preliminary work, the
company dropped the project. 13

In 1915, the Engineers examined
the community’s navigation problem
and concluded that the economic
benefits from the construction of a
harbor would riot compensate for the
cost involved. A year later, the Chief
of Engineers ordered a second investi-
gation. This time the Seattle District
proposed dredging a basin in the
Snake River to be connected with
open water by a 75 foot channel. The
Nome City Council agreed to provide
space for the disposal of dredged ma-
terial and to offset the cost of mainte-
nance of the facilities by contributing
$2,500 annually toward dredging
maintenance. 14

Completing and maintaining this
project has historically proved to be
one of the Corps’ most expensive ef-
forts of its kind. From the completion
of the first phase of the project in
1923, the Corps has been constantly
involved in repairing the jetties and re-
vetments as well as dfedging. The
City of Nome has gained from this
long-standing effort one of the best
bargains any municipality has ever en-
joyed from a Corps civil works pro-
ject, for it is still supporting the dredg-
ing operation at the rate fixed in 1917.

In addition to these projects (and
the examination of Wrangell Narrows)

the Seattle District undertook surveys
of six other sites of potential naviga-
tion improvement between 1902 and
1921. These included Katalla Bay
(1907), Kuskokwim Bay (1907), Sergi-
us Narrows (1911), the Tolovana River
(1916), Controller Bay (1917), and
Wrangell Harbor (1920). A consider-
able expansion of Corps activity in
Alaska followed the creation of the
Juneau Engineer District in 1921. Be-
tween that date and 1932 (when the
Corps terminated the Juneau experi-
ment), Congress authorized thirty ex-
aminations and surveys; three of these
{plus two surveyed earlier) became
active projects in this period. 15

Nineteen of these thirty potential
projects were located in southeastern
Alaska. The five projects actively be-
gun by the Corps in this period were
designed to improve harbors at Wran-
gell, Port Alexander, Ketchikan, and
Seward, and begin the process of
clearing the channel in Wrangell Nar-
rows. The harbor projects were fun-
damentally similar, each involved
dredging a channel, a basin, or the
construction of breakwaters, or some
combination of the three. In addition,
the Corps assumed responsibility for a
project begun by the Alaska Road
Commission--the control of Lowell
Creek, a stream near and in Seward,
the southern terminus of the Alaska
Railroad. 16

Owing in part to the Depression,
there was a significant hiatus in Corps
civil works activity from 1931 (shortly
before the deactivation of the Juneau
District) until 1935 when Alaska bene-



fited from the expansion of public
works legislation. Between 1935 and
1940, Congress adopted seven of the
Juneau District proposals as projects
and authorized a further twenty ex-
aminations and surveys. Four of this
latter group also became authorized
projects in this period. 7

In the thirties, Congress authorized
improvements for harbors at Sitka,
Cordova, Petersburg, and Kodiak. In
addition, it directed the Corps to im-
prove the Egegik River passage (used
by fishing boats) from Shelikov Strait
to Bristol Bay; to undertake snagging
operations in the Stikine River (the
major entrance to the Cassier mining
district); and to construct a dike to
control the overflow of the Salmon
River at Hyder.

A general review of the pre-war
work of the Corps of Engineers in
Alaska reveals one distinctive feature
--the concentration on the develop-
ment of harbors and coastal naviga-
- tion in the southeast and southcentral
regions. This concentration was natu-
ral for a number of reasons. By the
early 1920's trade with the interior had
shifted its port of entry from the
mouth of the Yukon to the govern-
ment railroad at Seward (in addition
to Valdez, the port of entry for the
Richardson Highway). The greatest
concentration of population existed in
southeastern Alaska where the fishing
and lumbering industries predomi-
nated. And finally, before World War
il, all movement of goods northward
to any point in Alaska used the Inside
Passage. Hence, the concentration on
coastal navigation and harbors in

1

southeastern and southcentral Alaska
was explained by the fact that those
areas were most likely to experience
economic benefits which would justi-
fy the costs of improvement.

WORLD WAR II

The second World War produced
several fundamental changes in the
Alaskan mission of the Corps of Engi-
neers. For the first time, the Corps
took on the burden of all military con-
struction, combat and non-combat. It
underwent this expansion of responsi-
bility in the middle of mobilization, a
process which greatly multiplied the
amount of work in a very short time.
Military work also ultimately involved
large-scale construction in interior
Alaska where the Engineers had to
deal with the more severe environ-
mental problems of weather, muskeg,
and permafrost. Most of the previous-
ly accumulated experience of military
engineers in Alaska had been con-
fined to the coastal regions (with the
exception of those involved with the
Alaska Road Commission and Alaska

. Engineering Commission). Finally, the

volume and complexity of Alaskan
work required the establishment of an
Alaskan-based administration for mili-
tary construction, an arrangement
that led directly to the creation of the
Alaska Engineer District following the
war.

By 1938, one year before the out-
break of the European war and three
years before the onset of hostilities
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between Japan and the United States,
the military presence in Alaska had
shrunk so far as to be virtually non-
existent. The early military posts had
been established largely to maintain
order during the influx of the some-
what unruly miner population in the
gold rush. By the middle twenties,
this need had vanished for the most
part; by 1938, only one of the original
army posts remained occupied--Chil-
koot Barracks (originally Fort Seward)
at Haines. Despite the efforts of Alas-
kan political figures (and General Billy
Mitchell) to convince them to the con-
trary, the War Department clearly did
not believe Alaska to be a vital strate-
gic area requiring a large local defense
system. 18

Throughout the twenties and thir-
ties, American defense policy placed
the primary responsibility for the de-
fense of Alaska and the northern ap-
proach to the continental U.S. on the
Navy. Butin 1938 the Navy had no im-
portant facility in Alaska either. It had

earlier reserved Kiska Island for use as

a coaling station, but no establish-
ment was developed there. The Five-
Power Treaty of 1922 forbade any
fortification of the Aleutians. All the
Navy had was a small seaplane base
at Sitka and two other direction finder
stations. 19

The government'’s view of Alaska’s
military importance began to change
in late 1938 with the publication of the
Hepburn report. This Navy document
urged the establishment of seaplane
and submarine bases at Kodiak, and
Dutch Harbor in the Aleutians. In

13

June 1939, the Army Air Board rec-
ommended the establishment of an air
garrison in Alaska. These develop-
ments were prompted by worsening
relations with Japan, the awareness
of increasing Japanese naval strength,
and the belief in the strategic danger
represented by long-range bombing
planes operating from captured Alas-
kan bases. By late 1939, the Navy had
begun work on the bases proposed in
the Hepburn Report and the Army
had started to construct a cold weath-
er testing and training station at Ladd
Field in Fairbanks. 20

By early 1940, the War Department
had developed a comprehensive plan
for the development of a military es-
tablishment in Alaska. The Depart-
ment recommended increasing the
Alaskan air and ground forces, the
establishment of a major base for the
Army and Air Corps at Anchorage (in
addition to the Fairbanks station), the
creation of a system of airfields
throughout the Territory protected by
local garrisons, and the provision for
Army protection of the Navy bases.
This fundamental program remained
intact throughout the war although

* there was considerable conflict over

priorities and emphasis. 21

After the initial establishment of an
Alaskan garrison, (the Alaskan De-
fense Force) the local commander,
Col. Simon Bolivar Buckner, Jr.,
urged first the concept of aggressive
defense and later proposed the use of
bases in the Aleutian chain for an as-
sault upon Japan. Buckner’s recom-
mendations aside, the War Depart-
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ment was forced into a rapid accelera-
tion of their plans by the successful
Japanese lodgement on Attu and Kis-
ka in the summer of 1942, The build-
up for the expulsion of the Japanese
necessarily worked to increase the
size and the role of military forces in
Alaska rather well beyond those en-
visioned in 1940, 22

The 1939 re-examination of Alaska’s
place in the national defense, the 1940
War Department long-range plan,
Buckner’s activity on behalf of his lo-
cal command, and ultimately the exi-
gencies of war, decisively shaped the
growth in the amount and kind of mis-
sions assigned to the Corps of Engi-
neers in Alaska. In 1938 there was no
Corps organization based in Alaska
and there were no military projects
under the control of the Engineers.
Eighteen months later, the Corps was
engaged in the initial stages of Alas-
kan mobilization. This development
set in motion a variety of organiza-
tional changes. In 1939, the Seattle
District created an Area Engineer for
Alaska with an office in Anchorage in
order to handle works then under con-
struction. The Seattle District admini-
stered directly the first military con-
struction activity undertaken by the
Corps--surveying for airfields and air-
craft detection sites.

The first contingent of the new
Alaska garrison arrived in June 1940
and it contained the 32nd Engineer
Combat Company. This group of En-
gineers was under the authority of the
force commander, but’'he had no en-
gineer on his personal staff. In Jan-

uary 1941, Capt. B.B. Talley assumed
the office of Area Engineer in order to
handle military construction for the
Seattle District, and in August of the
same year Buckner finally received an
Engineer Officer for his staff in the
person of Lt. Col. George W. Nold.
Ten months later, in May 1942, Buck-
ner also assumed direct command
over Talley’s operation but did not
consolidate the Area Office with
Nold’s. The two activities remained
administratively distinct. The Seattle

District no longer exercised any ad- =

ministrative control over Alaskan mili-
tary construction, but it remained re-
sponsible for procurement, shipping,
some civilian contract administration,
civilian labor, and what remained of
civil works in the Territory during the
war. The arrangement between Talley
and Nold, which apparently worked
well in practice if it was a bit awkward
in theory, endured down to June of
1943 when Talley left for European
duty. Nold then absorbed Talley’s old
responsibilities.

In November 1943, Alaska was de-
signated a separate theatre of war; it
became a Department within the Army

~ organization and Nold became the

first Department Engineer. This con-
solidation of military construction in a
single office did not affect the contin-
uing jurisdiction or functional respon-
sibilities of the Seattle District. This
final wartime arrangement, providing
for a division of responsibility between
the Alaskan theatre command and the
Corps organization in Seattle formed
the basis of which the Alaska Engi-
neer District was established in 1946.



What then were the major activities
of the Engineers in Alaska during the
war years? Navy contractors and the
Quartermaster Corps undertook the
initial military expansion--the con-
struction of the Kodiak and Dutch
Harbor naval bases and the cold
weather station at Fairbanks named
Ladd Field. The Corps began its first
construction activity when the 28th
Engineer Aviation Regiment, under
the supervision of the Seattle District,
undertook the construction of airfields
at Yakutat and Annette Island on the
air route north from Seattle. This im-
portant early work was carried on un-
der the direction of Maj. George Nold
and Capt. B.B. Talley, the two Engi-
neer officers who very shortly rose to
much higher military responsibilities--
the supervision of almost all military
construction in Alaska. In May 1940,
the Seattle District began surveys for
a number of aircraft detector stations
and by mid-summer of that year sur-
veys were undertaken for the con-
struction of a rail cut-off from the
Alaska Railroad line at Portage to the
port of Whittier on Prince William
Sound. This latter project was pur-
sued because of fears for the vulnera-
bility of the Port of Seward and the
rail line running north from it to
Portage. 23 \

=

In the summer of 1940, General
John L. Dewitt, the Army Command-
erin San Francisco urged that military
construction be formally placed under
the control of the Engineers. As early
as September 1940, the President au-
thorized the Secretary of War to
transfer individual projects to the
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Corps. In January 1941, the War De-
partment ordered the complete trans-
fer of all military construction in Alas-
ka to the Engineers (excluding of
course, the work carried out by the
Navy). 24

From this point, the work of the
Corps expanded rapidly. In the next
two years, the Corps completed the
facility at Fairbanks, built Fort Rich-
ardson at Anchorage, and construct-
ed the Aleutian air fields, first to pro-
tect Dutch Harbor and the North Paci-
fic approaches and later to serve in
the expulsion of the Japanese from
Attu and Kiska. In addition, the Engi-
neers completed the Whittier cut-off
in 1943 and constructed Army posts
for the protection of naval facilities at
Kodiak, Dutch Harbor, and Sitka.

Late in 1941, the War Department
turned to two other major projects in-
volving Alaskan defenses--the AL-
CAN Highway and CANOL pipeline
system. Military officials were very
concerned over the security of Alas-
kan communications. The sea route,
the only means of transporting bulk
goods to Alaska, was vulnerable to
submarine attack. Throughout the
1930’s there had been some political
agitation for the construction of a
road between Alaska and the conti-
nental U.S. to serve as an alternative
communications link. The War De-
partment, when asked to comment on
such a project, viewed it as feasible
from an engineering point of view but
was not enthusiastic about its military
value. The Japanese attack on Pearl
Harbor quickly changed that attitude
as the crippling of the Pacific fleet
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considerably worsened the insecurity
of Alaskan sea communications. 25

In early January 1942, President
Roosevelt requested the War and
Interior Departments to study and
make recommendations for the con-
struction of a military road to Alaska.
By early March, both the U.S. and
Canadian governments had approved
the plans for such a road to run from
Dawson Creek in British Columbia to
Big Delta in Alaska. By this time an-
other consideration strongly influ-

enced not only the question of the
need for the road but also the route it
was to take. There had been a large
attempt to reinforce Alaska with air-
craft along a chain of fields in the U.S.
and Canada known as the Northwest
Staging Route. The first contingents
had found the going very bad indeed,
so the proposal for the highway was
advanced on grounds of the service
which it could provide to the network
of staging fields. Ultimately, this air

“route was used to ferry the several

thousand aircraft sent to the Soviet

Army engineers bridging a stream on the Alaska Highway, 1942.



Union under the Alaska-Siberia
(ALSIB) project.

When construction began, the
work force was divided into three ele-
ments, one to begin at the railroad in
Dawson Creek, another to start from
Whitehorse (supplied via ship and rail
from Seattle and Skagway) and the
third from the Richardson Highway
(by way of Valdez). Initially the plan
called for a mere pioneer trail to be
pushed through at great speed. This
trail was then to be used as an access
road for the construction of a finished
highway. But the enormous demand
for supplies generated by the working
parties and the successful Japanese
landings on Attu and Kiska forced the
abandonment of the original plan.
Clearly, events would not wait on the
construction of a separate finished
road and so the access road with sub-
stantial improvements became the
ALCAN (now the Alaska) Highway.

This extraordinary project was
brought into working condition in a
bare eight months; the first trucks
from Dawson Creek arrived in Fair-
banks on 21 November 1942. In this
extremely short period, Engineers and
civilians working on the project built
about 1,450 miles of road in incredibly
difficult conditions involving tundra,
permafrost, muskeg, glacial streams,
dust, mud, and mosquitoes. It was a
considerable feat, perhaps the Corps’
largest single construction project
since the Panama Canal. It estab-
lished for the first time an all-land
communication link between Alaska,
Canada, and the United States. 26
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The second major project--the CA-
NOL Pipeline system--was directly re-
lated to the Alaska Highway and the
problems that had spawned it in the
first place. In early 1942, there was a
great deal of concern over supplying
aviation gasoline to the airfields along
the Northwest Staging Route. The
need to fuel truck traffic using the
highway increased the size of the
problem considerably and led to a
general examination of the larger
question of fuel supplies for the entire
region. After considerable discussion
of the problem between officials in the
War Department and the petroleum
industry, the president apbroved a
fantastic project designed to make
use of “local” oil resources. The 'lo-
cal” oil field involved was located at
Norman Wells on the Mackenzie River
just below the Arctic Circle. Four
wells existed there, pumping about
800 barrels of crude per day for the
use of local mine operators. The pro-
ject called for the further development

~ of the oil field (up to a daily produc-
~ tion of 3,000 barrels) and the con-

struction of a pipeline from the field to
Whitehorse where a small refinery
was to be built. It required the devel-
opment of a communications and
transportation system to move sup-
plies to Norman Wells and build the
pipeline itself; it also called for the
purchase, disassembly, transportation
to Whitehorse, and reassembly of an
existing oil refinery. All of this work
was to be done in a year’s time. Need-
less to say, there was considerable
skepticism about the project, but the
fear of further deterioration of Alas-
ka's strategic position overrode any
reservations at the outset.27
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The project, named CANOL (Cana-
dian Oil Line), began in May 1942. As
it developed and experienced delays,
several additions were made to the
original plans--a pipeline from Skag-
way to Whitehorse (CANOL 2), an-
other from Whitehorse down the Al-
can Highway route to Watson Lake
(CANOL 3), and a third line running
north and west from Whitehorse to
Fairbanks (CANOL 4). Gasoline
flowed through CANOL 2 by mid-
summer 1943 and in April 1944, the
first oil from Norman Wells flowed to
Whitehorse where a small Texas refin-
ery had been transplanted. The line
from Whitehorse to Fairbanks became
functional in February 1944.

The entire affair involved about
4,000 Engineers and 10,000 civilians at
its height and the final cost stood
around $130 million. Unfortunately,
the usefulness of the project was di-
rectly tied to the Japanese threat of
1942 and early 1943 and it was not
economically justifiable in other than
emergency circumstances. As a con-
sequence, the crude oil line from Nor-
man Wells and the Whitehorse refin-
ery were shut down in April 1945. But
the line from Skagway to Whitehorse
was kept in operation; it had reduced
the cost of transporting a barrel of
gasoline between those two points
from $8.40 to a mere 23 cents. 28

Still another project involving com-
munications and transportation de-
serves attention--the proposal for a
Trans-Canadian, Alaska and Western
Railway. In 1942, Engineers were di-
rected to conduct a survey for a rail-
road connecting Canada and Alaska,

more specifically a line running from
Prince George, B.C., to Teller at Port
Clarence on the Seward Peninsula. In
addition, the study was to examine
the possibility of a harbor at Port Clar-
ence as well as a pipeline to run from
Tanana to Teller. All of this was to be
done with a view to providing means
to transport war cargoes in support of
the Soviet Union in its rather desper-
ate struggle against Nazi Germany.

The surveying began in 1942 under
the jurisdiction of the Anchorage Area
Office of the Seattle District. At the
conclusion of the survey, the working
party estimated that the 2,147 mile
line (including the pipeline) would
cost about $203.5 million. The harbor,
including floating concrete docks,
warehousing, and related facilities
was expected to cost about $26.5 mil-
lion. The urgencies of war eased in
1943 as the U.S. forces drove the
Japanese from the Aleutians and the
Russians decisively defeated what
turned out to be the last major Ger-
man offensive in the east at Kursk in
July of that year. This change in the
military situation led to the dropping
of the railway project and the begin-

ning of a reduction of the military

forces in Alaska. 2°

Some note should be made of the
fate of civil works in the Territory dur-
ing the war. In general it can be said
that everywhere military requirements
forced the curtailment or suspension
of most projects. There was almost no
new investigation of new projects in
this area. The Seattle District did man-
age to carry on something of a limited



effort despite the competition of mili-
tary construction. They improved the
Lowell Creek diversion at Seward,
maintained the Nome Harbor, con-
tinued to improve the harbors at
Skagway and Juneau, and completed
a flood control project at Fairbanks. 30
Each of these, however, were civil
projects important for their contribu-
tion to military requirements. Seward
was, in addition to the new port at
Whittier, the southern terminus of the

Alaska Railroad; Skagway and Ju-.

neau were vital centers in the shipping
chain from Seattle; and Fairbanks
possessed Ladd Field, the cold weath-
er testing station and transfer point
for aircraft supplied under the ALSIB
program. Nome was another staging
point for ALSIB.

GENERAL SUMMARY

In summarizing the Engineers’ work
in Alaska between the purchase from
the Russians and the end of World
War Il, several important features
emerge. The most important thing to
keep in view is that at the end of
World War 1l, Alaska possessed a

transportation system, rudimentary in -

some ways, but nonetheless a system
that included water, rail, road, and air
communications. The Army Corps of
Engineers was either directly or indi-
rectly responsible for much of this
fundamental aspect of Alaskan
development.

Initially the Corps came to Alaska in
the person of a single Engineer officer
engaged in exploration. In the first
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decade of the twentieth century, the
Corps was drawn into a modest civil
works program by the need for trans-
portation improvement generated
largely by the gold rush. By the mid
1920’s the Engineers had developed a
clear pattern for their civil works in the
Territory of Alaska, one that centered
on the construction of harbors and
the provision of safe navigation, par-
ticularly in southeastern Alaska. This
work was the beginning of a contin-
uing contribution to the development
of the social capital required to main-
tain economic life in an area so depen-
dent on the sea.

World War Il dramatically expanded
the amount and type of work done in
Alaska by the Corps. Before the war,
the Engineers had done very little
work in interior Alaska, apart from
those individuals who worked on the
Alaska Railroad and the various high-
ways. The Alaska Highway, CANOL,
construction at Fairbanks and An-
chorage, the myriad of airfields, small
bases, and detector stations changed
all that and provided the Corps with a
fund of experience under circum-
stances they had rarely encountered
before, experience that became very
important in the post-war years.

Most important of all, however, the
Engineers made a vital contribution to
the development of defense facilities
in Alaska--the establishment of the
first large-scale military presence in
the Territory. Despite the lessened
strategic importance of the region af-
ter the defeat of the Japanese in the
Aleutians, the military presence re-
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mained. The enduring military estab-
lishment bred by World War Il clearly
required a continuing military respon-
sibility for the Corps of Engineers and

that responsibility in its turn led direct-
ly to the creation of the Alaska Engi-
neer District.

Mount McKinley, highest in North America.
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