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Executive Summary
Background
In the fall of 2011, the heritage consulting firm Contentworks Inc. was engaged by the Northern British
Columbia Tourism Association (NBCTA), acting on behalf of the Alaska Highway Community Society (AHCS),
to study the potential for the Alaska Highway Corridor to be nominated as a National Historic Site of Canada
(NHSC). The name ‘Alaska Highway Corridor’ refers to the cultural landscape associated with the routes
followed by the Alaska Highway and the airfields of the Northwest Staging Route (NWSR). It stretches from
Dawson Creek, BC through Watson Lake and Whitehorse, YK, on to Delta Junction, Alaska. The exact
boundaries of the Corridor will be confirmed in the next stage of the project, but they are expected to
include closely related places such as Hudson’s Hope, BC. While related routes, specifically the Canol Road
and the Haines Highway, will be considered in the analysis of themes in the next phase of the project, the
post-war histories of these other highways is separate from the history of the Alaska Highway.
The work to date, as described more fully below, is most likely to lead to a nomination composed of a set of
discrete historic places (such as a bridge or a set of buildings) located at various points along the route that
would be conserved to protect their national significance. These historic places and other cultural resources
identified by communities could be linked together through an interpretation plan along the length of the
Corridor.
The first phase of the project focused almost exclusively on the BC portions of the Corridor. The work in the
fall of 2011 to spring 2012 included:

Contentworks Inc. for the Alaska Highway Community Society, July 2012

P a g e |1

Alaska Highway Nomination: Findings Report for Year 1
1.
2.
3.

4.

5.

6.
7.

General research in Ottawa and locally on the history and current context of the Alaska Highway
Corridor’s heritage and history, and the design and population of a database.
Production of a Summary History attached here as Appendix D.
In-person and telephone meetings with Julie Dompierre, Secretary, HSMBC; with heritage staff of
Parks Canada, BC Heritage Branch and Yukon’s Historic Sites Unit; and with BC and Yukon
representatives of the HSMBC.
On-site survey of heritage resources in fall 2011 that included documentation of 57 sites between
Dawson Creek and Watson Lake, as well as meetings held with local experts. An interim report on
the site visits was delivered to the client in November 2011.
Local meetings in February 2012 in Fort Nelson, Fort St. John and Dawson Creek with
representatives of organizations with an interest in the Alaska Highway as a National Historic Site of
Canada, a tourism destination or a working highway.
Communications advice and the Alaska Highway Heritage web site content.
Writing a Findings Report (Summary and Full versions) to review what was learned, document
issues to be addressed in the next phase of work, present recommendations and a road map for the
nomination.

Key Findings
Themes of national significance and the key resources that express historic themes within the
Alaska Highway Corridor will be determined in the next phase of the project which is planned to
include a series of local meetings in BC and Yukon. The input from these meetings, as well as
further information collected in summer 2012, will also allow the AHCS to propose boundaries for
the Corridor as a whole. It is important to note that the Corridor is much more than the current and
former alignments of the Alaska Highway. The Corridor is likely to include places of some distance
from the current highway that are intimately connected to one or more of the historic themes to be
chosen in the next phase of the project. For example, Hudson’s Hope, BC, which supplied coal
during the construction of the Alaska Highway, will likely be included as its historical development
is intertwined with that of the Highway and region. On the other hand, inclusion of the Canol Road
will require further consideration because it never spurred development to the extent of the Alaska
Highway.
1
The cultural landscape of the Alaska Highway Corridor stretches approximately 2,237 km through
important natural areas and ecosystems, but it also includes a rich cultural heritage. Some heritage
resources are plainly visible, in the form of buildings, bridges, road alignments and topographic
features; others are understood and known by residents, visitors and Indigenous people through
experience. With investment in a stewardship plan, the protection of these resources will be
possible and provide a wealth of opportunities for residents and visitors to discover the natural and
human forces that created and sustain the landscape.
Meetings with Parks Canada and the Secretary to the HSMBC confirmed that it would be possible to
nominate the Alaska Highway Corridor as a National Historic Site. Recommendations concerning
the format of the submission for the Alaska Highway Corridor were developed based on these
meetings and have been integrated into the recommendations presented in Section 6 of this
report. Parks Canada staff would be assigned to prepare the Agenda Paper for the HSMBC and
answer HSMBC questions if the nomination is accepted. A decision for commemoration could
reasonably be expected by July 2016 if a complete nomination form is submitted by September
2013.
Local meetings with community groups, local government, and tourism representatives in Dawson
Creek, Fort Nelson (NRRM) and Fort St. John, as well as with members of the AHCS and the

1

While it is important to note that the construction of the Alaska Highway was undertaken using imperial units, for the
purpose of this report metric units have been used to describe length and location. In situations where it is important to
note the historic mile post both units are provided.
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executive director of the Northeast Native Advancing Society (NENAS) underscored the high level of
community interest in nominating the Alaska Highway Corridor and in leveraging the nomination to
meet local and heritage tourism objectives.
Key messages heard in the meeting were:
o the highway is critical to sustaining the regional economy;
o the communities see merit in broadening the thematic approach to include First Nations
and others;
o the communities want to be fully engaged in the decision-making for protecting and
interpreting the highway; and
o local residents can make a meaningful contribution to the study and commemoration of
the highway.
Discussions with the Yukon and BC representatives to the HSMBC and with Yukon and BC heritage
staff confirmed that these groups see merit in pursuing the designation.
Previous commemorations in other parts of Canada by the HSMBC, especially Wolastoq National
Historic Site of Canada, demonstrate that it would be possible to nominate a cultural landscape of
national historic significance consisting of a series of discrete resources (called ‘properties’) along
the length of the Alaska Highway Corridor representing the major types of resources covered by the
nomination.
Further research is needed to document and understand the First Nations experience related to the
building the highway and the experience of the Alaska Highway Corridor.
Consultations with major landowners are required to confirm the feasibility of the nomination and
to set criteria for resources that would be included within it.
Potential heritage properties are located in Kluane National Park, which will require further
discussion with Parks Canada.
Some resources, such as the former NWSR hangar at Watson Lake are known to be of significance
but appear to be deteriorating rapidly. Others, such as the former officers’ barracks originally built
at Watson Lake airport, have been rehabilitated at private expense for commercial purposes.
Further research and local consultations will be important for identifying the full range of resources
of these types. Local input will help identify even more key resources associated with historic
themes and provide guidance on strategies that will allow for their protection.

Recommendations
The following recommendations address both the nomination of the Alaska Highway Corridor as a National
Historic Site of Canada and the implementation of a stewardship plan.
Nomination
Proceed with the nomination.
Propose a set of discrete properties (a.k.a. heritage resources) in BC and Yukon, rather than a
contiguous strip along the entire length of the Corridor.
Ensure that each proposed property is closely associated with one or more historic themes relevant
to the nomination, and, as a set, covers the full set of themes.
Historical Themes
Undertake further analysis and consultations with local experts in BC and Yukon to establish the
appropriate historical theme for the nomination.
Use the proposed Heritage Values workshop hosted by the BC Heritage Branch to validate possible
themes relevant to the BC portions of the Corridor.
Undertake similar workshops led by Yukon for the Yukon sections.
Owners
Fully recognize private ownership of resources and identify financial incentives or other means that
can be used by owners to conserve resources.

Contentworks Inc. for the Alaska Highway Community Society, July 2012
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Keep owners informed of the project and involve them to the extent of their interest and capacity.
Consult with owners whenever resources become likely candidates for inclusion as ‘heritage
properties’ in the nomination.
BC Involvement
Work with BC Heritage Branch to collaborate on the hosting of the Heritage Values workshops.
Keep local governments informed through internet-based communications and other means.
Involve local governments in identifying nationally significant heritage properties and views
associated with the Corridor.
Yukon Involvement
Meet with Yukon Historic Sites to develop a protocol for Yukon involvement (including Yukon First
Nations) in the nomination.
Review materials held in Whitehorse at the archives and in the offices of Yukon Historic Sites to
identify additional cultural resources and verify information about known ones.
Update information about previous initiatives undertaken in Yukon, including the interpretive
panels plan.
First Nations Involvement
Work with NENAS to establish requirements for a First Nations specialist(s) and to determine the
formats of workshops.
Contact impacted Yukon First Nations with input from Yukon Historic Sites as soon as possible.
Include a First Nations specialist into the nomination project, to assist with consultations and
gathering of information from First Nations in the Corridor.
Conservation of Cultural Resources
A conservation strategy for each selected property should be in place prior to the completion of the
nomination submission. The approval of the owner of each property will be required.
Site Research and Mapping
In advance of and during the Heritage Value workshops in the fall of 2012 collect information about
specific resources that could be included as heritage properties for the nomination, and others that
could become supporting resources for interpretation planning.
Collect and distribute information in digital map formats to support public involvement in the
project and to develop products that could be used for tourism and interpretation.
Create a cultural resource advisory committee as part of the AHCS that can provide a higher level
of input into information gathering and stewardship planning.
Investigate the extent to which archaeology might be needed in advance of completing the
nomination.
Governance
A new organizational structure may be required in the next two or three years to ensure that all
aspects of the project can be managed with appropriate input from Parks Canada, the Yukon
Territory, the Province of British Columbia, First Nations and local governments.
Financial Sustainability
All options for accessing funding should be included in the stewardship plan, such as harnessing
economic development opportunities and provincial/territorial/federal grants.
All opportunities to link with related local projects should also be considered.
Local Capacity and Involvement
Engage with non-profit organizations and community groups, such as schools, to find ways to
involve a wide range of local residents in the project in the short- and long-terms.
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Realizing Benefits of the Nomination Project
Consult with community development officials and other groups in a review of existing materials
and determine the best option for proceeding with an Alaska Highway Corridor Heritage Strategy.
Proposed Schedule
Date

Action

Summer 2012

Nomination Preparation and Participation Planning
Site visits in Yukon

Fall 2012 to
February 2013

Initial engagement with land owners, BC, Yukon, community groups and local
governments through workshops and formal meetings.
Initial engagement with NENAS and First Nations in BC and Yukon through
workshops or other means as requested.

Spring 2013

Strategic Plan for the Alaska Highway Corridor including options for cultural
resources and boundaries

September 2013

Nomination submitted to the Secretary of the HSMBC

Spring 2014

Parks Canada staff review of the nomination submission

July 2014

HSMBC Meeting – decision made about whether further consideration of the
request for commemoration is warranted

Fall 2014 to Spring
2015

Research and writing of the Agenda Paper by staff, with support from the
NBCTA, provided the decision is made to proceed with considering the request
for commemoration

Fall 2014 to Spring
2015

Continue implementation of projects approved through the Strategic Plan

July 2015

HSMBC Meeting to consider whether the Alaska Highway Corridor should be
commemorated as a “place” of national historic significance

Fall 2015

Potential requirement for additional information as questions arise from the
July 2015 meeting

Fall 2015 or
Summer 2016

Prepare for commemoration by developing communications, promotions and
special events in anticipation of commemoration and continuing with projects
approved through the strategic plan

July 2016

HSMBC decision for commemoration

Contentworks Inc. for the Alaska Highway Community Society, July 2012
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1 Introduction
1.1 About the Findings Report
The Findings Report summarizes the first phase of the Alaska Highway nomination project; documents issues
to be addressed; presents recommendations for the next phase of work; and provides a road map to
nomination. The report is organized in the following sections, with a set of appendices (including a general
history of the Alaska Highway Corridor) included as supplementary documentation:
Section 1 introduces the report, the project and the AHCS.
Section 2 provides background information on cultural heritage practices and terminology that will
be relevant to continuing discussions about commemoration and conservation of the heritage
resources.
Section 3 focuses on the Alaska Highway Corridor and its heritage potential.
Section 4 presents highlights of what was learned from research, site visits and discussions with
local, provincial, territorial and federal representatives.
Section 5 presents an analysis of the findings in the form of a ‘readiness’ chart.
Section 6 summarizes the recommendations.
Section 7 presents a road map to complete the work by 2017.
Other sections of the report include a list of sources, interviews and a history of the Alaska Highway Corridor
that can be used for future work and consultations.
Some products from the work in 2011-12 are outside the scope of this report, but have been submitted to
Contentworks Inc. for the Alaska Highway Community Society, July 2012
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the AHCS. They are:
Alaska Highway Nomination: Report on Site Visits (October 2011)
Communications Plan for the Alaska Highway Corridor Nomination
Presentations to local groups in February 2012
Alaska Highway Database
Alaska Highway Heritage website text

1.2 Alaska Highway Community Society
This study has been undertaken for the Alaska Highway Community Society (AHCS), formerly the Northern
Rockies Alaska Highway Tourism Association (NRAHTA). The organization has been spearheading efforts to
raise awareness about the importance of the historic route for over thirty years. The Fort St. John office of
the Northern British Columbia Tourism Association (NBCTA) administers the affairs of the AHCS.
The Alaska Highway is the major transportation route in the Peace River Regional District (PRRD) and the
Northern Rockies Regional Municipality (NRRM), as well as the main road through Yukon and Alaska. Along
with the Northwest Staging Route (NWSR), the Alaska Highway represents one of the defining characteristic
of the cultural landscape identified in this report as the Alaska Highway Corridor. It is one of North
America’s most recognized historic routes and serves as the most identifiable tourism icon for the region.
Each year, it introduces thousands of visitors to the beauty and vastness of our northern landscape.
The Alaska Highway (originally called the Alcan Highway) was built during the Second World War by the US
Army Corp of Engineers and civilian contractors to create a supply route between the southern US States
2
and Alaska. The 2,237 km highway connects Dawson Creek, BC and Delta Junction, Alaska. Construction
officially started in March 1942. The pioneer road was completed by November 1942 with important
improvements made by the Public Roads Administration in the first few years after the pioneer road was
completed. To date, the Alaska Highway has been designated:
a National Historic Event by the Historic Sites and Monuments Board of Canada in 1954; and
an International Historic Engineering Landmark by the American Society of Civil Engineers and
Canadian Society for Civil Engineering in 1996.
The Canol Highway is also commemorated as a National Historic Event by the HSMBC.
In an effort to garner political awareness and support for issues relating to the Alaska Highway, NRAHTA
organized the 2004 Alaska Highway International Forum. The event concluded with 13 communities from
BC, Yukon and Alaska signing the Alaska Highway Community Initiative Memorandum of Understanding
signifying a commitment to work together on matters of mutual interest regarding future planning and
3
development of the Alaska Highway Corridor.
The importance of heritage tourism in building the brand of the Alaska Highway, improving visitor
experiences, and enhancing local understanding of the region’s history is supported through findings in the
Northern Rockies Alaska Highway Research Project and recommendations from stakeholder meetings and
community tourism plans. The vision of the AHCS and its partners is to ensure that the Alaska Highway
Corridor is recognized as the most important international, historic, cultural, and scenic byway in North

2

The construction of the Alaska Highway was undertaken using imperial units, but, in keeping with current Canadian
standards, metric units have been used in this report unless the text is referring to a specific place that has always been
marked in miles or when quoting from historic documents.
3
Initially, the intention was to include the Alaska Highway as part of the US Scenic Byways program and to extend the
designation to Canadian portions of the route through “International Byway designation”. To date, however, no
provisions are in place to create international versions (with Canada or Mexico) of the Scenic Byway Program.
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America.
The AHCS and related organizations have supported various projects concerning the commemoration and
celebration of the Alaska Highway including:
th

The Rendezvous ’92 Project corresponding with the 50 Anniversary of the Alaska Highway (a large
scale promotional and marketing strategy, the project resulted in various products including a
conference and subsequent publications that focused, among other things, on the impact of the
highway on local First Nations)(1988-1992);
The Fort St. John Airport (the new terminal was erected in 2005 and contains exhibits on the Alaska
Highway);
The permanent exhibit at the Alaska Highway House (the exhibit explores three themes: the
Highway was built for war; the Highway is the road to northern adventure; and the Highway
changed the North forever) (2007);
The nomination of the Kiskatinaw River Bridge as a National Historic Site of Canada (2007);
The Charlie Lake Monument (honouring the 12 soldiers that lost their lives in the accident on May
14, 1942)(2008);
The commemorative ceremonies held in Fort St. John and at Sikanni Chief River Bridge recognizing
the contributions of African American soldiers in the construction of the Alaska Highway (2011);
The Taylor Memory Project (to document the history of Taylor, BC through oral history) (2011-12);
The Alaska Highway First Nation Story Collecting Project (co-funded by NENAS to document First
Nation stories and experiences associated with the Alaska Highway) (2011-12);
Ongoing work to nominate the Alaska Highway Corridor as a National Historic Site of Canada
(NHSC) (2011-14).

1.3 Kiskatinaw River Bridge Nomination
In 2007, the Peace River Regional District (PRRD) nominated the historic Kiskatinaw River Bridge as a
National Historic Site of Canada as part of an effort to retain the historic elements associated with the
bridge, including its wooden deck. The historic bridge, located just north of Dawson Creek, British Columbia,
is the only original timber bridge built by the United States Public Roads Administration (US PRA) that is still
in use. This three-span timber truss bridge has an amazing nine-degree curve along its 162.5 m length – a
curve that US PRA engineers designed to accommodate the highway’s hairpin curve. At the time, it was the
first wooden curved bridge to be built in Canada. Unique as it was, a major drawback appeared when oil and
gas companies sent heavier trucks into the area: the bridge could only handle loads under 25 tons. Trucks
over that weight had to ford the river; therefore, the new bridge was built in 1978. The old bridge remains
on a former alignment of the highway.
The Alaska Highway and the Kiskatinaw Bridge are included on the PRRD’s Heritage Registry. The HSMBC did
not support commemoration of the bridge as a NHSC because it did not meet the criteria required for
national recognition as an outstanding engineering work on its own. PRRD followed up on the decision by
sending a representative to meet with the HSMBC’s Secretary to understand more about the nomination
process and future options. The results of this meeting included a decision to plan for the nomination of the
whole Alaska Highway Corridor as a National Historic Site of Canada.

1.4 Nomination of the Alaska Highway Corridor as a NHSC
The AHCS has sponsored the current project to determine: 1) whether the Alaska Highway Corridor should
be nominated as a NHSC; and 2) how the nomination can benefit heritage, community development and
tourism-related projects. Year 2 (2012-3) of the project will identify strategies to conserve cultural heritage
in collaboration with relevant jurisdictions (including Yukon), landowners and First Nation communities. The
AHCS’s goal is to have the highway achieve national historic site status by 2017, which is the 75th
Anniversary of the Alaska Highway and the 150th Anniversary of Canada’s Confederation. An international
Contentworks Inc. for the Alaska Highway Community Society, July 2012
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agreement to extend interpretation and tourism components into the American portion of the highway
could also be in place in 2017.
The decision to pursue the commemoration as a NHSC evolved from works undertaken by the NRAHTA and
is based on results from strategic initiatives that include:
Findings from Tourism BC’s Northern Rockies Alaska Highway Research Project;
Information sharing through events such as the Alaska Highway International Forum and North East
Regional Round Table;
Community Tourism Workshops conducted in 2005/6; and
Discussion with government agencies including PWGSC and presentations by Parks Canada and
Heritage Branch of BC subject experts.
Currently, a majority of the eight Northeastern BC / Tourism BC Community Tourism Plans recommend
pursuing the nomination of the Alaska Highway as a National Historic Site of Canada.

1.5 Advantages of Commemoration
Once commemoration has been granted it will identify and recognize the highway as nationally significant.
This will increase value-added partnership opportunities, and could qualify projects for cost sharing
opportunities in the future.
As discussed in more detail below in section 2.2.1, commemoration by the HSMBC is honorific only.
Although no funding is attached to the commemoration and no legal obligations flow from it,
commemoration can:
Clarify and validate the significance of the Corridor as a place of national and international interest;
Establish a thematic and resource management framework that can be used locally for
interpretation, setting objectives, ranking priorities and measuring results;
Associate the Alaska Highway Corridor with a respected national brand – the family of National
Historic Sites of Canada;
Strengthen the identity of the region and create a more cohesive narrative for cultural resources,
tourism products and interpretation in the Corridor;
Leverage professional support from Parks Canada, provincial and territorial agencies over the long
term;
Demonstrate the cultural and historic qualities of the Corridor for an eventual international byway
program;
Increase value-added partnerships in tourism, culture and economic development;
Provide new opportunities for cultural productions (artistic work, special events and First Nation
programs) in the area.
The interpretation opportunities associated with commemoration can also be developed to increase local
th
awareness about the region’s history, including experiences of First Nations in the 20 century.
An important element in pursuing commemoration is related to expanding the potential of the Corridor as a
heritage tourism destination. The US government’s Advisory Council on Historic Preservation defines
heritage tourism and cultural heritage tourism as “the business and practice of attracting and
accommodating visitors to a place or area based especially on the unique or special aspects of that locale’s
4
history, landscape (including trail systems), and culture. “ The benefits of heritage tourism to the host
communities can be divided into two general categories – economic and quality-of-life. The economic

4

US Advisory Council on Historic Preservation, “Defining Heritage Tourism,” www.achp.gov/ht/defining.html, accessed 2
April 2012.
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benefits include investment in infrastructure, income generation from visitors, and job creation. Heritage
tourists tend to have higher incomes, spend more money and stay longer at a destination. Quality-of-life
benefits include civic involvement and pride in the protection and promotion of cultural heritage. Fostering
an awareness of history and heritage leads to a greater desire for cultural activities in the community. In
addition to the benefits of heritage tourism there are several costs that should be factored into tourism
plans. Adequate investment into programming and long-term planning is important to ensure the
sustainability of the site.

1.6 The 2011-12 project
The consulting firm Contentworks Inc. was engaged by the NBCTA, acting on behalf of the AHCS, to study
the potential for the Alaska Highway Corridor to be nominated as a National Historic Site of Canada. The
work in the fall of 2011 to spring 2012 included:
1.
2.
3.

4.

5.

6.
7.

General research in Ottawa and locally on the history and current context of the Alaska Highway
Corridor’s heritage and history, and the design and population of a database.
Production of a Summary History attached here as Appendix D.
In-person and telephone meetings with Julie Dompierre, Secretary, HSMBC; with heritage staff of
Parks Canada, BC Heritage Branch and Yukon’s Historic Sites Unit; and with British Columbia and
Yukon representatives of the HSMBC.
On-site survey in fall 2011 that included documentation of 57 sites between Dawson Creek and
Watson Lake, as well as meetings held with local experts. An interim report on the site visits was
delivered to the client in November 2011.
Local meetings in February 2012 in Fort Nelson, Fort St. John and Dawson Creek with
representatives of organizations with an interest in the Alaska Highway as a National Historic Site of
Canada, a tourism destination or a working highway.
Communications advice and the Alaska Highway Heritage web site content.
Writing a Findings Report (Summary and Full versions) to review what was learned, document
issues to be addressed in the next phase of work, present recommendations and a road map for the
nomination.

Contentworks Inc. for the Alaska Highway Community Society, July 2012
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2 Backgrounder on Cultural
Heritage
Commemoration of the Alaska Highway Corridor as a NHSC on the recommendation of the HSMBC will
require planning and management of the Corridor as a cultural heritage resource. Cultural heritage, like all
specialized disciplines in science and social studies, uses its own concepts and terminology in particular
ways. The core set of concepts and terms are presented here.

2.1 Cultural Heritage and Cultural Resources
Cultural heritage is a term used by many Canadian jurisdictions to refer to places, memories and
experiences that: a) have a connection to the past; and b) are deemed to have public value today.
All jurisdictions in Canada provide for the promotion or protection of cultural heritage through legislation
(related to real property, Crown lands and local planning) and policies, such as funding programs,
commemorations or interpretation. While governments generally agree that intangible forms of cultural
heritage, such as dance, language, crafts and rituals, deserve to be recognized and celebrated, most
Canadian jurisdictions rely on the cultural practitioners themselves or non-legislative means (e.g. festivals
and special events) to celebrate and sustain historic cultural expressions.

Contentworks Inc. for the Alaska Highway Community Society, July 2012
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Cultural resources are a subset (physical elements) of places having heritage value. Parks Canada defines 5
a cultural resource as “A human work, or a place that gives evidence of human activity or has spiritual or
cultural meaning, and that has been determined to be of historic value.” A cultural resource may be a
garden, a house, an archaeological site, a set of books or an industrial site, or almost any other tangible,
physical evidence of the past that is recognized for its heritage value. Once codified or formally recognized
with boundaries by a jurisdiction it is a heritage place.
The Year 1 work (2011-2) placed most of its focus on issues related to the identification, conservation and
presentation of all types of heritage other than archaeology. Archaeology is a special form of cultural
resource governed by obligations set by the territorial, provincial and federal governments.
Recommendations for the Year 2 work (2012-3) will outline archaeological issues and recommendations
specific to archaeology.

2.2 Concepts
Other key terms used in this report will continue to be particularly relevant in discussions. They are:
Commemoration
Heritage value
Heritage places
Character-defining elements
Cultural landscapes
Heritage conservation
Cultural resource management
A very useful source (but not the only one) about terminology is the Standards and Guidelines for the
Conservation of Historic Places in Canada, which was produced through a collaboration of federal, provincial
6
and territorial heritage agencies. The document is used by Parks Canada, Yukon and BC. While heritage laws
and policies in the various jurisdictions employ their particular terms, the Standards and Guidelines provides
a means for all jurisdictions to communicate with one another on heritage matters related to the protection
of historic places. Other sources of terminology include provincial and territorial legislation and policies, and
land-claim agreements.

2.2.1 Commemoration by the HSMBC
Commemoration is an act that celebrates or seeks to mark people, events, ideals or accomplishments that
have meaning and value for the community. HSMBC commemoration is honorific only.
The Historic Sites and Monuments Act mandates the Minister of Canadian Heritage to commemorate
historic places by means of plaques, signs or otherwise. The Minister acts on the advice of the HSMBC, an
advisory board comprised of the National Archivist, a representative of the Canadian Museum of Civilization,
one from the Department of Canadian Heritage and representatives from each province and territory. The
board does not initiate commemorations, but receives nominations from communities. Although the Act
permits the erection of distinctive monuments, HSMBC has confined itself to the erection of
commemorative plaques in recent years. The primary purpose of HSMBC commemorative plaques is to
educate; the goal above all else is to be informative.

5

Parks Canada, “Cultural Resource Management Policy,” online at:
www.pc.gc.ca/eng/docs/pc/poli/princip/sec3/part3a.aspx. Accessed 25 August 2010.
6
nd
The Standards and Guidelines for the Conservation of Historic Places in Canada (2 Edition, 2010) is available online at:
www.historicplaces.ca The PDF includes a glossary.
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There are three types of categories of commemorations – National Historic Persons, National Historic
Events, and National Historic Sites of Canada (places). For persons and events, a commemoration is
exclusively about conserving the memory of the person or event; the physical marker is just a way of noting
that the person or event is publicly acknowledged as being significant. For sites (places), the properties and
physical attributes associated with the place are noted as part of the commemoration.
To be considered for commemoration, a place, person or event must have had a national significant impact
on Canadian history, or illustrate a nationally important aspect of Canadian human history. A place must:
illustrate an exceptional creative achievement in concept and design, technology or planning, or a
significance stage in Canadian development; or illustrate or symbolize a cultural tradition, way of life or
ideas important in the development of Canada; or be explicitly and meaningfully associated with persons or
events of national historic importance.
The HSMBC criteria, which has developed more detailed policies, criteria and guidelines over time, has
developed a body of “case law” which provides criteria for specific instances, including cemeteries, national
leaders, religious buildings, etc.

2.2.1.1 Person/Event vs. Site in Commemoration
Examples of the differences between the commemoration of a person or event and the commemoration of
a place are commemorations associated with Sir John A. Macdonald and with fur trading posts.

Sir John A. Macdonald and Bellevue House
Sir John A. Macdonald is commemorated as a National Historic Person by the HSMBC by means of a plaque
located on a statue in a park in Kingston, Ontario. The plaque marks the memory of the individual and his
role in Canada’s history; nothing is intended to be protected, other than the memory. His former home,
Bellevue House, is commemorated as a National Historic Site because it was his one-time residence and
because it is an outstanding example of Italianate architecture. In the case of Bellevue House, the physical
place – the house and its grounds – has value because it is directly associated with Macdonald and because
it is an important architectural work. The site loses its heritage value completely if the physical resources are
destroyed.

Fur Trading Trail and a Fur Trading Post
The Okanagan Brigade Trail is a National Historic Event commemorating the existence of a fur trade route
that was used between 1811 and 1848. The plaque is located in Westbank, BC, but the trail itself no longer
exists. In contrast, Fort Langley (now operated by Parks Canada) is a National Historic Site of Canada where
evidence of a fur trade post exists and where it is possible to understand more about the environment
where trading happened.

2.2.1.2 Commemoration of the Alaska Highway
In 1954 the HSMBC commemorated The Alaska Highway as an event of national historic significance with an
emphasis on the impact on Yukon. Plaques were erected at Soldier’s Summit, Yukon (1992) and Contact
Creek, Yukon (1977). The Soldier’s Summit plaque states:
The Alcan Military Highway from Dawson Creek, British Columbia to Big Delta, Alaska, was
opened here at Soldier’s Summit on 20 November 1942. Relying on local Native guides and
generally following existing trails, United States military and civilian personnel finished the
road in under 10 months. Intended to support the airfields of the Northwest Staging
Route, much of the road became part of the Alaska Highway. Its completion in 1943
opened the Northwest to southern exploitation of natural resources, altering Yukon
settlement patterns and changing Native ways of life.
No physical site associated with the Alaska Highway has been commemorated by the HSMBC.
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2.2.2 Heritage Value
Heritage value is “the aesthetic, historic, scientific, cultural, social or spiritual importance or significance for
past, present and future generations.” The importance of extending values beyond associations with specific
historic events have led Canada and many other jurisdictions, especially the United Kingdom, Australia and
New Zealand, to replace the term “historic” with “heritage”. Heritage value may be related to combination
of factors, including the capacity of a place to communicate ideas that continue to be passed along from
generation to generation. The heritage value of an historic place is embodied in its physical characteristics,
not only in memories or beliefs.

2.2.3 Character-defining elements
The formal recognition of a heritage place links heritage values to materials, forms, location, spatial
configurations, uses, and cultural associations or meanings that contribute to its significance. These physical
and intangible qualities are called ‘character-defining elements’. They are the things that must be protected
to preserve heritage value. If they are destroyed, the heritage value disappears.

2.2.4 Conservation
Heritage conservation in the Standards and Guidelines for the Conservation of Historic Places in Canada is
defined as “All actions or processes that are aimed at safeguarding the character-defining elements of a
cultural resource so as to retain its heritage value and extend its physical life.” The Standards and Guidelines
set out three categories of conservation actions: preservation, restoration and rehabilitation.

Preservation
The action or process of protecting, maintaining, and/or stabilizing the existing materials, form, and integrity
of a historic place or of an individual component, while protecting its heritage value.

Rehabilitation
The action or process of making possible a continuing or compatible contemporary use of a historic place or
an individual component, while protecting its heritage value.

Restoration
The action or process of accurately revealing, recovering or representing the state of a historic place or of an
individual component, as it appeared at a particular period in its history, while protecting its heritage value.

2.2.5 Cultural landscapes
Within the category of cultural heritage, the Alaska Highway Corridor is best understood, documented and
protected as a cultural landscape. A great breadth of places can be considered as cultural landscapes –
historic rural districts, archaeological sites, canals, gardens, suburban estates, planned communities,
settlement patterns and Aboriginal landscapes. The NWT, Yukon and BC have a strong interest in identifying
and protecting cultural landscapes.
The Standards and Guidelines defines a cultural landscape as: “Any geographical area that has been
modified, influenced, or given special cultural meaning by people.” Using international practice, the
definition further divides cultural landscapes into three general types:
Designed cultural landscapes intentionally created by people;
Organically evolved cultural landscapes (sub-types of relict [legacy] and continuing [living])
Associative cultural landscapes distinguished by the power of their spiritual, artistic or cultural
associations, rather than their surviving material evidence.
All three types of cultural landscapes are found in the Alaska Highway Corridor, but, evolved and associative
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landscapes are more common and important.

2.2.5.1 Conservation and interpretation strategies for cultural landscapes
Determining the type of cultural landscape is important because it helps establish the kinds of actions that
are most likely to conserve the landscape and the options for interpretation.
Protecting a designed landscape requires an understanding of a designer’s intentions and the
historic appearance of the landscape. Conservation professionals (architects, engineers and
landscape architects) can then determine the actions need to preserve or restore the physical
attributes of the resources. Interpretation is most likely to focus on the designer’s intentions and
the physical qualities and historical associations of the landscape and its designer.
An evolved landscape in the ‘legacy’ category generally consists of discrete cultural resources left
in-situ over time. By stabilizing the resources, the landscape can be preserved, but attention must
also be given to non-heritage elements that may be changing and require management to ensure
that the value of the cultural resources is protected. Interpretation is relatively straightforward
because the focus is on how the landscape changed in the past.
Conservation of evolved landscapes in the ‘living’ category is a very challenging proposition. The
forces acting on the landscape need to be understood before actions that will protect valued
resources through continuous change can be identified. In parallel with interpretation initiatives,
public information, education and continuous consultations are needed to manage changes as
much as possible.
Associative cultural landscapes require consideration of both physical resources and the intangible
practices, beliefs or ideas that give the landscape meaning. As long as the resource can be
experienced by those who understand its meaning, it is healthy or whole. When the practices,
beliefs or ideas that make a landscape meaningful disappear, then the cultural landscape itself is no
longer present, even if the physical land and features survive. Interpreting associative cultural
landscape requires the involvement of people willing to share a certain portion of the ideas, beliefs
and practices that make the landscape meaningful to them.

2.2.6 Cultural Resource Management
Four categories of activities are associated with the management of cultural heritage:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Understanding and assessment
Confirmation of value
Conservation planning
Appreciation
Understanding
and Assessment

Communication
of Value

Conservation
Planning

• Approval of
• Creation of
• Research
Assessment
Result
protective
• Public input
mechanisms, such as
•
Statement
of
Cultural
• Agency input
by-laws or land-use
Heritage Value or
• Documentation
policies
Significance
• Evaluation using the
• Conservation or
application of criteria
maintenance plans
and information
about comparative
examples

Appreciation
• Communications plan
• Interpretation plan
• Access plan
• Public involvement

Figure 1: General process followed to understand, assess, document and plan the conservation of heritage resources.
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2.2.6.1 Understanding and assessment
The purpose of research is to understand the qualities of a historic environment. Information is needed on
historic events (chronology) and ideas (influences), as well as physical resources (design and change).
Relationships between resources need to be understood. A general understanding of the condition of and
pressures on the physical environment is also required.
Documentation required for the research phase extends beyond the usual written and graphic sources to
input from the community. Various techniques, such as community mapping, artistic representations and
oral narratives can provide insight into how a place is understood by different communities of interest.
Assessment involves exercising judgment about the relative importance of heritage resources and fully
describing the features and associations that make it important. For the HSMBC, this type of work is
completed through an Agenda Paper which is prepared by Parks Canada.

2.2.6.2 Communication of value
The assessment results lead to a formal or public Statement of Significance (also called a Statement of
Cultural Heritage Value) that documents the heritage values assigned by the community and the ideas and
physical elements that are necessary to sustain these values. In a municipal context, the declaration often
takes the form of a by-law, usually accompanied by a Statement of Significance. Parks Canada uses
Statements of Significance, Heritage Character Statements, Commemorative Integrity Statements and other
types of documents within formally approved programs and assessment procedures to inform the public
about resources that it intends to manage using a conservation approach. The BC Heritage Branch and the
Yukon Department of Tourism and Culture use Statements of Significance.
A Statement of Significance usually consists of three parts:
Description of the resource
List of heritage values
List of physical elements, called character-defining elements, which embody the values and should
be protected.
For cultural landscapes, the Statement of Significance should be accompanied by a plan or map that shows
the boundaries and relationships between elements within the landscape.

2.2.6.3 Conservation Planning
All heritage places need strategies and mechanisms to protect heritage value because change is a constant.
In some cases, robust plans are needed because various resources are under threat. In other cases, a
combined monitoring and intervention plan is sufficient.

2.2.6.4 Appreciation
Appreciation requires a wide audience that understands the significance of the heritage resources. To
achieve this, general access to the resources and meaningful interpretation of their values are required.
Appreciation is also part of conservation because informed visitors and residents are more likely to value
and seek protection of a heritage resource.

2.3 Roles in Heritage Conservation
The Alaska Highway Corridor crosses multiple jurisdictions, each of which has its own approach to the
commemoration, protection and interpretation of cultural heritage resources. Below is a brief discussion of
jurisdictions (federal, British Columbia and Yukon) and organizations that are most likely to be interested in
whether the Alaska Highway Corridor is commemorated as a NHSC.
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2.3.1 Federal
The federal government has very limited control over cultural heritage due to the division of powers in the
constitution. Real property, other than property owned by the federal Crown, is defined as being a
7
provincial matter. Culture has become part of the provincial sphere of powers. Following this division, the
federal government has given territories responsibility for culture in a manner that parallels provincial
powers.
Federally, the Minister of Environment Canada (who is responsible for Parks Canada and the HSMBC) and
Ministers of various departments that manage federal Crown property can protect cultural heritage on
8
federal lands through the Federal Policy on Management of Real Property. Each department applies the
policy in its own way.
Two federal agencies would be involved in a potential commemoration of the Alaska Highway Corridor:
Parks Canada and PWGSC. Parks Canada has two roles – it is the organization that serves the HSMBC and
would be administering the commemoration, and it is responsible for Kluane National Park, which occupies
federal land adjacent to the Alaska Highway in Yukon. PWGSC is involved as an owner/operator of parts of
the highway itself.

2.3.1.1 Parks Canada
Parks Canada operates under its own act, but it is also subject to general federal policies. Parks Canada is
involved in the protection of cultural heritage in several ways:
Through federally owned national historic sites acquired by Parks Canada managed specifically for
heritage purposes (e.g. Fort Rodd Hill National Historic Site of Canada);
Through administration of the HSMBC, which advised the Minister on people, places and events of
national significance;
Through management of a program, called the Federal Heritage Buildings Review Office, that
administers some heritage aspects of the Federal Policy on Management of Real Property;
Through the application of cultural heritage policies to resources within national parks;
Through research undertaken by professional staff on topics of pan-Canadian interest;
Through grants and contributions programs that support the conservation of national historic sites
outside federal ownership; and
More recently, through collaboration with provinces and territories called the Historic Places
Initiative, which developed the Standards and Guidelines for the Conservation of Historic Places in
Canada, and a federal/provincial/territorial inventory of historic places.

2.3.1.2 PWGSC
PWGSC is both the operator of the road itself and the manager of a historic resources associated with the
history of the Alaska Highway. It also maintains extensive records that are useful for understanding the
highway’s history. PWGSC is an important stakeholder because:
It is subject to the Federal Policy on Real Property.
It is responsible for about 1,200 km of highway works, including 400 km of former and current road
alignments, bridges and culverts.

7

See: Parliamentary Library Report, Culture and Communications: The Constitutional Setting. 1991. Online at:
http://publications.gc.ca/Collection-R/LoPBdP/BP/bp277-e.htm.
8
Treasury Board Secretariat, Federal Policy on Management of Real Property at: www.tbs-sct.gc.ca/pol/doceng.aspx?id=12042. The policy does not fully describe how departments are to balance financial, heritage and program
obligations.
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PWGSC owns a Federal Heritage Building – Building 200 located at 419 Range Road, Takhini
Complex, Whitehorse, YK – directly connected to the history of the Alaska Highway, as the former
Northwest Highway System Headquarters set up by the Department of National Defence at Camp
Takhini when DND became responsible for the Alaska Highway.
The next stage of the heritage project will include further discussions with PWGSC concerning any key
cultural resources that are within the department’s portfolio and to begin a discussion about opportunities
to improve interpretation of the heritage of the Alaska Highway Corridor.

2.3.2 British Columbia
Typical of other provinces and territories, the government of British Columbia has enacted legislation and
established programs to protect cultural heritage properties. With few exceptions, the identification of
properties that should be considered ‘heritage’ rests with local bodies.

2.3.2.1 Provincial designation in BC
‘Provincial Heritage Objects’ and ‘Provincial Heritage Sites’ can be designated by the Minister under section
9 of the Heritage Conservation Act. The minister is also responsible for maintaining the Provincial heritage
register.
The Province may also enter into a formal agreement with First Nations with respect to the conservation
and protection of heritage sites and heritage objects that represent the cultural heritage of the aboriginal
people who are represented by that First Nation.

2.3.2.2 Local jurisdictions in BC
Part 27 of the Local Government Act (LGA) delegates the authority of the provincial Heritage Conservation
9
Act to local governments, regional districts and band councils for administration as a land-use planning tool.
Local governments may employ a number of tools to promote and protect heritage, such as:
Heritage Conservation Areas (HCA) inclusion on an Official Community Plan (OCP)
Informal listing on the Heritage Inventory
Formal inclusion on the Municipal Heritage Register
Heritage Designation of a property, site or area
Heritage Revitalization Agreements with property owners for long-term protection
Heritage Conservation Covenants registered on title with the property
Appropriate zoning
Designation provides long-term legal protection for heritage resources through a designation bylaw, as
enacted by the municipal council. Notification is sent to all owners and occupiers of the property but
designation can be enacted with or without the consent of the property owner.
A treaty First Nation can, under its own laws, designate parcels of treaty lands for the purpose of conserving
and protecting heritage sites and heritage objects. The treaty First Nation is responsible for filing written
notice to the land title office.

9

Regional districts are not considered a local government under Part 27 unless it has adopted a bylaw establishing
heritage conservation as an extended service.
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2.3.2.3 BC Crown Lands
For the Alaska Highway Corridor, a few resources may be located within municipal or regional district
boundaries. Many resources, however, are likely to be located on BC Crown land.
10

British Columbia uses a policy called a Notation of Interest (NoI) to identify places of interest, including
heritage places, on Crown land as determined by a provincial ministry or agency, such as the BC Heritage
Branch, or by a local government. A NoI indicates that an agency is interested in knowing when applications
are received on a particular area of Crown land. Notations are visible in the GeoBC spatial data warehouse
which is government’s geospatial information system, and will state that a NoI has been placed on the land
by the Ministry of Forests, Lands and Natural Resource Operations in favour of the local government (e.g. a
regional district).
A NoI does not withdraw the land from use; it simply allows for referral of land applications to the interested
agency or local government. This facilitates a conversation about the community’s values and how they
might be accommodated or potential negative impacts mitigated.

2.3.3 Yukon
Yukon employs a suite of regulations and programs to identify, protect and manage its historic and
archaeological resources. Heritage places (buildings, structures and landscapes of cultural significance) can
be recognized in the Yukon through:
Inclusion on the Yukon Historic Sites Inventory;
Territorial designations;
Notation of Heritage Reserves on Crown lands;
Municipal designations; and
First Nation management.
The Yukon Historic Sites Inventory is a searchable database containing over 3000 Yukon sites. It is a resource
used by researchers, planning professionals, and territorial, First Nation, and municipal governments but it
does not provide any legal forms of protection.
Designation under the Yukon Historic Resources Act or ‘territorial designation’ is meant for sites important
to the history of the Yukon as a whole. Details regarding the designation process can be found online on the
11
Department of Tourism and Culture’s website.
Areas and resources of heritage interest on territorial Crown lands can also be recognized by the
Department of Energy, Mines and Resources through a map notation showing the boundaries of a Heritage
Reserve.
Whitehorse is currently the only local government in the Yukon to have adopted a heritage bylaw and is
therefore the only local government that is able to designate local heritage sites.
The Yukon Umbrella Final Agreement (UFA) establishes the protocol for ownership and management of
moveable, non-moveable and documentary heritage resources in the Yukon. It outlines the Yukon
Government and the Yukon First Nation’s responsibilities to promote and protect heritage resources in a
way that is consistent with Yukon Indian values and culture, and with international, national and territorial
12
standards for heritage conservation.

10

See: BC Land Tenures Branch, Crown Land in British Columbia. www.al.gov.bc.ca/clad/land_prog_services/index.html
See: Designating a historic site. www.tc.gov.yk.ca/pdf/HIstoric_Site_Nom_Guide.pdf
12
See: Chapter 13 of the Yukon First Nations Umbrella Final Agreement (UFA).
www.eco.gov.yk.ca/pdf/umbrellafinalagreement.pdf
11
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Protected areas include Territorial Parks and Special Management Areas. Further discussions are required
with the Yukon agencies to more fully document how these various options for Crown lands, Traditional
Territories and Claimed Lands can support the planning and protection of cultural heritage in Yukon.

2.3.4 Local organizations
Various organizations, including historical associations, museums and archives, and visitor centres generally
have roles in cultural heritage through their positions as knowledge keepers, in identifying cultural heritage
value from the community’s perspective.
The BC Heritage Branch provides a service that allows communities (citizens and stakeholders) interested in
heritage conservation to meet and share their interest in heritage and develop a statement about local
heritage values through a voluntary Heritage Values Workshop. In the workshops, citizens, heritage stakeholders and local government representatives ask themselves how a community has evolved, and why it
might be interested in taking care of the resources that are evidence of the changes. The BC Heritage Branch
may be able to offer a workshop in northeastern BC in collaboration with AHCS. A proposed agenda is
included here in Appendix B.
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3 The Alaska Highway Corridor’s
Cultural Heritage
3.1 Brief History of the Alaska Highway Corridor
The Alaska Highway Corridor stretches north from the Peace River area near Dawson Creek, BC, through
Watson Lake and Whitehorse in the Yukon, and up to Delta Junction in Alaska. This breathtaking landscape
of rivers, mountains and forests is more than the story of a road. It is a living testimony to the experiences,
beliefs and politics that shaped the history of the area. The highway itself, which dominates the imagination
and reality of the landscape, stretches 2,237 km from Dawson Creek, BC to Delta Junction, Alaska. Related
routes, specifically the Canol Road and the Haines Highway, will be considered in the analysis of themes in
the next phase of the project. While both highways are intimately connected to the war-time construction
story, other themes, such as the opening of areas to development will likely be of less importance to their
history than to the history of the Alaska Highway.
The British Columbia section of the Alaska Highway passes through three of British Columbia’s eco-regions:
the Boreal Plains (Dawson Creek to south of Fort Nelson), the Taiga Plains (in the Fort Nelson area), and the
Northern Boreal Mountains (west of Fort Nelson to the BC-Yukon border).
The Boreal Plains eco-region consists of forested plateaus and lowlands, with large patches of muskeg. It is
crisscrossed by the Peace River tributaries. As the Highway approaches Fort Nelson, it dips into the Taiga
Plains eco-region, a lowland plateau bisected by the Liard River watershed and its tributaries, including the
Fort Nelson and Petitot rivers. The northern- and westernmost British Columbia section of the Alaska
Highway is part of the Northern Boreal Mountain eco-region. This section touches several mountain ranges,
as well as valleys and lowlands, including many of the Highway’s iconic vistas. The remarkable feat of
crossing these mountains, which are criss-crossed by streams, rivers, steep slopes and lakes, is one of the
primary reasons that the Alaska Highway has been recognized as an engineering work of international
interest.
Contentworks Inc. for the Alaska Highway Community Society, July 2012
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The Yukon section of the Alaska Highway passes through high plateaus, glacier-fed river valleys, rolling hills
and mountainous terrain. The territory, which extends into Alaska, consists of boreal forest with extensive
sections of muskeg.
Several distinct First Nations have occupied the area for thousands of years. They include Beaver, Slavey,
Kaska, Tutchone, Tanana, Tagish and Tlingit. Until the late 19th century, almost all travel within the Corridor
was tied to the local economy and social networks. The fur trade led to more travel along and between
waterways, but traders were opposed to any development that would lessen the viability of trapping.
The first serious attempt to investigate the feasibility of a road through the southern part of the Corridor
was made in 1897 by the North-West Mounted Police, who sought a route from Edmonton through Fort St.
John to the Yukon gold fields. The course was deemed to be too difficult and remote for development as a
permanent road, especially after the gold rush ended. The push to build a road took root in international
discussions in the 1930s, although there was no resolution about the most appropriate route. In the 1930s,
the federal government began developing an airway (integrated into the Northwest Staging Route during
the war) along the course that became the Alaska Highway.
The decision to build the Alaska Highway was made during the Second World War by the US government
after the bombing of Pearl Harbour. Historically known as both the Alcan Highway and then the Alaska
Highway, rhetoric focused on improving access to oil from Norman Wells, supporting an air route and
providing an inland trucking route to Alaska. The Highway was initially built through an agreement with
Canada. The original road was funded by the American government and managed by the US Army Corp of
Engineers. Construction officially started in March 1942; a pioneer road was completed by November 1942.
It was improved and maintained under the direction of the US Public Roads Administration between 1943
and 1946. As per the agreement, Canada took over its sections of the Alaska Highway six months after the
end of the war on 1 April 1946.
Responsibility for maintaining the Canadian portion of the Highway initially fell to the Canadian Army. In
1964, the Alaska Highway was transferred to the Canadian Department of Public Works. Today the
governments of Canada, British Columbia and Yukon are responsible for specific sections of the Highway.
Some of today’s communities located along the Alaska Highway were established before the Highway was
constructed, but much of their subsequent growth and the creation of new centres is related to the
importance of the road as infrastructure for the development of oil and gas, mining and tourism, as well as a
primary means for Alaskans to travel to the rest of the US.

3.2 Yukon Highway Heritage
13

In 1990 and 1991 Yukon commissioned Rob Ingram to investigate extant in-situ resources associated with
14
the building of the Alaska Highway. The project’s final report was titled The Alaska Highway: A Thematic
Overview. In 1990, the consultants looked for the following types of resources along the abandoned
sections, of at least 8 km in length, of the Public Roads Administration highway:
Evidence of early construction methods and equipment
Remains of work camps and other roadway construction features
Original bridges and culverts

13

Rob Ingram, Midnight Arts, for Yukon Historic Sites Inventory [program], The Alaska Highway: A Thematic Overview,
1991. The report includes Appendix B, titled “Alaska Highway Inventory and Research, Preliminary Report, September
1990.” The full report is available online at:
www.tc.gov.yk.ca/publications/The_Alaska_Highway_A_Thematic_Overview.pdf
14
The study was a follow-up to an earlier report that has not been reviewed by Contentworks to date. The earlier report
[1990] was title The Alaska Highway Heritage Parkway Site Evaluation Study by Nairn and Associates.

P a g e | 24

Contentworks Inc. for the Alaska Highway Community Society, July 2012

Alaska Highway Nomination: Findings Report for Year 1
Contextual integrity of roadway
Condition of resources
Any remaining sections of visible concurrent pipeline
Association with earlier roads and trails
In 1991 the study was broadened to include all historic sites related to the construction of the Alaska
Highway, which led to the organization of resources into seven categories:
Pioneer Road
PRA Road
Construction Camps
Headquarters Camp
Relay Stations
Bridges
Support Facilities
In addition to resource categories, the study identified the following six historic themes of significance to
Yukon’s history related to the Alaska Highway’s construction.
1.

2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

A main reason for building the highway was to provide ground support for the Northwest Staging
Route airfields. The location of the airfields had more influence on the location of the road than any
other feature.
An important benefit of highway construction for the Yukon was a telephone system that linked
Yukon communities to southern Canada.
Highway construction introduced new building types and designs through the military and PRA
operations.
Yukon settlements patterns were radically affected by the highway construction and new services
and economic opportunities were introduced.
Yukon’s First Nations were affected by the highway construction, which offered wage employment
and provoked the establishment of the Kluane Wildlife Sanctuary.
Military sports facilities, schools and health care facilities built to accommodate the burgeoning
population that came with the highway became part of the infrastructure of civilian communities.

In reviewing the report, Yukon heritage staff added the following themes:
7.

8.

Associated projects, like the Haines Road and Canol pipelines, were based on a short-lived anxiety
regarding a secure fuel supply for the war-time planes, but they created long-lived infrastructure
for the Yukon.
Construction of the Alaska Highway was the catalyst for moving Yukon’s capital from Dawson City
to Whitehorse, which, in turn, led to the construction of the Mayo Road and the end of Yukon’s
river-based paddle-wheeler transportation era.

3.3 Highway Heritage
Based on research and from the site visits conducted in 2011, similar results can be expected from further
research and community workshops in BC. Observations from the fall 2011 site visit include:
There are a number of instances where the former Alaska Highway alignments
(documented as Historic Routes) are extant and accessible either by car or as a
hiking trail. These sites are often unmarked or, in the case of hiking trail examples,
known by another name, such as the Tetsa No. 1 Trail and the ‘Cut’ Trail.
While numerous bridges were documented during this survey, only the Liard River
Bridge and old Kiskatinaw River Bridge date to the Highway’s original
construction. Further research and consideration needs to happen with regard to
later developments/improvements along the Alaska Highway. This will aid in
Contentworks Inc. for the Alaska Highway Community Society, July 2012
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redirecting the focus away from the Highway as primarily a transportation
Corridor constructed in the 1940s, and help speak to the Highway as an evolving
and potentially associative cultural landscape.
Some of the sites are ‘living history’ sites and are part of current rituals along the
Highway. In the case of the Watson Lake Sign Post Forest, visitors add their own
signs to whatever they find on arriving at the site.
Some new elements, such as the new Sikanni Chief River Bridge, have a short
history but they provide a place where people can see the old parts of the Alaska
Highway.
Modern technologies, such as microwave towers, are replacing older ones on
locations originally developed in association with the Alaska Highway in the
1940s. The importance of the layering of amenities and technological innovations
on the Alaska Highway will be considered in future work for the project.

3.4 Heritage Designations and Recognitions
A limited number of cultural heritage resources have been designated or recognized along the Alaska
Highway. A review of existing heritage designations at the federal, provincial/territorial, local and other
forms of recognition was completed.

3.4.1 Federal recognitions
3.4.1.1 Canada
HSMBC
The Alaska Highway is currently designated as a National Historic Event under the themes of:
Developing Economies – Communication and Transportation; and Governing Canada – Military and
Defence.
Fort St. John National Historic Site at Taylor, BC has been designated for its association with the fur
trade between 1806 and 1823.
S.S. Klondike National Historic Site in Whitehorse, YK has been designated for its association with
the British Yukon Navigation Company and riverboat transportation in Yukon.
Canol Road was designated as a National Historic Event for its association with the military
construction projects during the Second World War and the exploitation of the Norman Wells Oil
Fields.

Federal Heritage Buildings
Building 200, also known as the former Northwest Highway System Headquarters, situated on the
former Camp Takhini military base in Whitehorse, YK, is designated as a Federal Heritage Building.

3.4.2 American recognitions
Although Alaska has many designated highways, the US portion of the Alaska Highway has not been
designated a scenic byway or an All-American Road, nor are any buildings associated with the Alaska
Highway on the National Register of Historic Places for Alaska.
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3.4.3 Provincial, territorial and local heritage
3.4.3.1 British Columbia: Heritage – Ministry of Forests, Lands and Natural Resource
Operations
Property is designated as heritage when a local government passes a motion to that effect under Part 27 of
the Local Government Act. To date, no local government along the BC portion of the Alaska Highway has a
heritage register available on its website. Locally or provincially designated historic sites along the highway
are therefore unknown and should be determined in the next phase of the nomination project.

3.4.3.2 Yukon Government Heritage Branch – Department of Tourism and Culture
The Yukon Register of Historic Places includes three levels of designation (national, territorial and local).
Whitehorse is the only locality with a heritage by-law and register in place. None of the buildings on the
register have a direct connection with the construction of the Alaska Highway.

3.4.4 Other Recognitions
3.4.4.1 International Historic Civil Engineering Landmark
The Canadian Society for Civil Engineering (CSCE) and the American Society of Civil Engineers (ASCE)
designated the “Alaska Highway” as an International Historic Civil Engineering Landmark in 1996.

3.4.4.2 PWGSC Evaluations
In 2010, PWGSC conducted an evaluation of ten of the bridges within its jurisdiction along the Alaska
Highway. Five of the bridges (the Hyland River Bridge, Liard River Bridge, McDonald Creek Bridge, Racing
River Bridge and Tetsa No. 1 Bridge) were found to be of Level III Historical Interest. This was based on the
criteria as set out in the PWGSC document Evaluating Heritage Value, Engineering Assets Assessment Project
(Robert Passfield, June 2009). Level III is noted as having a noteworthy level of heritage at a regional or local
level.
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4 Findings
4.1 Background
Contentworks conducted extensive research and site visits prior to this Findings Report. Document and
archival review in the fall of 2011 to spring of 2012 included a review of published primary and secondary
source material found at Library and Archives Canada, the Ottawa Public Library, and the University of
Ottawa Library, as well as online. Documentation provided by April Moi, Community Development, NBCTA,
and the AHCS was also consulted. Simultaneously, research was undertaken on cultural landscape practices
and Parks Canada approaches to develop guidelines for the site documentation. In addition to the research,
meetings were held with Julie Dompierre, Secretary to the Historic Sites and Monuments Board (Parks
Canada) to discuss the potential nomination. In February of 2012, the consultant participated in a series of
presentations and attended stakeholder meetings in the study area as per Appendix A.
The findings are organized in two parts. The first part, Findings, outlines observations and recommendations
arising from specific meetings. The second part, Analysis, in Section 5, integrates observations and findings
into a “Readiness Chart” specific to the requirements for a successful cultural heritage project.

4.2 Notes from Meetings
4.2.1 HSMBC Secretariat and Parks Canada
Meetings confirmed that it would be possible to nominate the Alaska Highway Corridor as a ‘place’ of
national historic significance and that the nomination should likely propose a series of properties, rather
than a single long strip following the highway and its former routes. A useful example of this type of
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15

nomination is the Wolastoq, Saint John River, NB nomination. Wolastoq was successfully nominated by the
Government of New Brunswick, the New Brunswick Power Corporation and Tobique First Nation. The name
refers to the watershed of the Saint John River that is central to local Indigenous history, beliefs and
experiences. The nomination submission for Wolastoq as a “cultural landscape” stated that it “would not be
feasible to propose the whole of the site” due to the number of landowners involved. Rather, three
properties were proposed to represent the three segments of the river and its watershed. Each property
was known to have a direct historical connection to the theme, each represented a major focal point on the
river, and each was managed by a single landowner.
Based on the meetings, recommendations concerning the format of the submission for the Alaska Highway
Corridor were developed:
The Alaska Highway Corridor has merit as a place of national historic significance using a cultural
landscape approach.
The scope of significant themes (e.g. building a highway in wartime vs. developing a northern
transportation route through the Corridor) needs to be addressed as soon as possible.
The submission should propose a set of discrete properties (heritage resources) in BC and Yukon as the
historic place, not a contiguous strip along the entire length of the Corridor.
Each of the proposed properties must be closely associated with one or more historic themes relevant
to the nomination, and, as a set, they should cover the full set of themes.
A conservation strategy for each selected property should be in place prior to the completion of the
submission with evidence of support from the authority (province, territory or local) that can influence
the implementation of the strategy.
The meeting also confirmed that staff would be assigned to prepare the Agenda Paper for the HSMBC and
answer HSMBC questions if the nomination is accepted. The following timeline for the nomination was
considered to be reasonable:
Date

Action

September 2013

Submit the nomination of the Alaska Highway Corridor to the Secretary of the
HSMBC

Spring 2014

Staff review of the nomination submission

July 2014

HSMBC Meeting – decision made about whether further consideration of the
request for commemoration is warranted

Fall 2014 and Spring
2015

Research and writing of the Agenda Paper by staff, provided decision is made
to proceed with considering the request for commemoration

July 2015

HSMBC Meeting to consider whether the Alaska Highway Corridor should be
commemorated as a “place” of national historic significance

Fall 2015

Potential requirement for additional information or questions arise from the
July 2015 meeting

15

Canada. Historic Sites and Monuments Board of Canada, Submission Report – Place, Wolastoq, Saint John River, New
Brunswick, Report Number 2010-30. Unpublished report provided to the consultant by Parks Canada.
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Date

Action

July 2016

Decision for commemoration

4.2.2 BC Heritage Branch
The BC Heritage Branch has been involved in the nomination initiative for the past two years. Branch staff
met with the AHCS to discuss the nomination and opportunities for building more cultural resource
management capacity in the region. The Branch will continue to support the efforts of the AHCS and is
prepared to host Heritage Value workshops in the region later in 2012 with time set aside to focus on the
nomination and general heritage conservation requirements for the Alaska Highway Corridor. Two
appendices to this report are relevant to the involvement of the BC Heritage Branch. Appendix B provides a
proposed agenda for a Heritage Value workshop; Appendix C includes notes provided by the BC Heritage
Branch to the AHCS.

4.2.3 Yukon Historic Sites
Staff of Yukon Historic Sites (as listed in Appendix A) confirmed that Yukon continues to be interested in the
nomination of the Alaska Highway Corridor as a NHSC and that it is likely to be interested in more formal
involvement in 2012-13. Staff emphasized the importance of consulting with affected First Nations as per
Yukon’s Umbrella Final Agreement.
Yukon’s interpretation plans for the Alaska Highway and other roads were based on consultations with
communities and individuals who provided information about the history and heritage resources along the
highway. The project has resulted in numerous interpretive and services pull-outs for highway travellers that
help tell the story of the highway and its impact on communities.

4.2.4 HSMBC Representatives
The BC (Hal Kalman) and Yukon (Loree Stewart) representatives to the HSMBC are aware of the nomination
initiative. They provided the consultant with names of individuals in both jurisdictions who might be able to
provide further information and insight into cultural heritage resources in the Corridor.

4.2.5 PWGSC
The consultant and representatives of the AHCS met with Paddy Whidden and other staff of the Alaska
Highway office of PWGSC in Fort Nelson to discuss the current phase of the Alaska Highway Corridor study.
PWGSC described the types of infrastructure that are within in portfolio and explained that environmental
studies have examined 400 km of ‘excess road’, primarily former alignments of the highway, that are no
longer in use. PWGSC is responsible for km 134 to 967 of the Alaska Highway. The highway itself is a federal
asset but everything underneath it belongs to BC or Yukon. The modern highway has been fully
reconstructed, but many old portions of the highway exist. The historic value of the Alaska Highway, First
Nations history related to the highway, and options for applying a scenic byway approach or protecting
places that explain what the highway was and how it was built have been discussed but a comprehensive
plan has never been proposed. The stewardship plan for the Corridor would provide an opportunity to
examine these issues.

4.2.6 BC Ministry of Forests Lands and Natural Resources Operations (MFLNRO)
Staff of MFLNRO requested to be kept informed about the project. A formal request for assistance, to
provide further input into the project, will be required. Staff would work in collaboration with the BC
Heritage Branch on determining policy and planning implications. The Ministry has agreed to make a
substantial ‘in-kind’ contribution to the nomination project. As the Crown agency that owns most of the land
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in BC along the length of the highway, it will also need to be involved in the nomination document. Various
policies are in place in BC to support heritage conservation on Crown lands.

4.2.7 Local meetings
Meetings were also held with community, local government and tourism representatives in Dawson Creek,
Fort Nelson (NRRM) and Fort St. John, and with members of the AHCS. A meeting was also held with NENAS,
whose executive director took time to attend the AHCS meeting as well. NENAS clarified that information
about the significance of the landscape and historic and contemporary land uses is held by each First Nation.
These meetings underscored the high level of community interest in nominating the Alaska Highway
Corridor and in leveraging the nomination for both conservation and heritage tourism. As examples:
NENAS saw merit in the commemoration leading to employment, capacity building in heritage and
tourism, and greater involvement of First Nation individuals in cultural tourism.
Specific contributions that are already established or planned in communities, such as Alaska
Highway House, the new Fort Nelson visitor centre and the proposed Dawson Creek interpretation
centre, were highlighted in discussions.
Fort St. John’s Chamber of Commerce noted that visitors want more information about historic
places along the highway, which is why they drive the whole highway. Group travelers, in caravans
or buses, are also looking for authentic experiences.
All groups are concerned about increasing opportunities for youth involvement in communities.
Several people see benefits in commemoration and related interpretation projects providing
opportunities for youth.
Various people also emphasized the importance of using an integrated approach to the natural and
historic cultural resources in understanding the significance of the highway and improving visitor
experiences.
Key messages from the meetings:
The Alaska Highway is a working highway; it sustains a regional economy and cannot be
compromised.
The communities see merit in taking a broader approach beyond the theme of the war-time
highway to build bridges between groups, including First Nations and others.
Communities want to be fully engaged in decision-making and take a creative lead in exploring
approaches to protecting and interpreting the highway to residents and visitors.
Among of the most valuable cultural assets of the Alaska Highway Corridor are people (e.g. Marl
Brown of the Fort Nelson Museum) who can make important contributions to the study and to
interpretation.
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5 Analysis
Input and advice gathered from meetings and a literature review, especially the Final Report of the Alaska
Highway Community Initiative, is summarized here in the form of a readiness chart and by a discussion of
the activities needed to manage the Alaska Highway Corridor as a cultural heritage resource.

5.1 Readiness Chart
The chart categories are taken directly from a highly regarded study of community-based cultural heritage
16
projects. The study identified elements that were present in successful projects, drawing some of the
elements from related types of initiatives in tourism and interpretation.

16

The factors are derived from Hodges, Andrew and Steve Watson. “Community-based heritage management: a case
study and agenda for research.” International Journal of Heritage Studies 6, 3 (2000): 231-243. The article explores the
factors and conditions for effective community management of a diverse set of local heritage sites in Nether Poppleton
near York (UK). While the article is focused on heritage in the UK, the lessons and criteria can be applied to other places,
including the Alaska Highway Corridor.
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Table 1: Determining readiness for recognizing and managing the Alaska Highway Corridor’s cultural
heritage
Factor
Critical mass
The level of broad
support a
community could
generate to
achieve its
objectives.

Existing
organizations
The support of
established
groups.

Sociodemographic
profile
A segment of the
population is likely
to be associated
with voluntary
groups, skilled in
related work, and
interested in
heritage products.
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Current State (Spring 2012)

Success indicators for Fall 2013

Strengths: The level of knowledge about the
significance of the Alaska Highway is high. Each
community has an interest in promoting itself as
both a tourism destination and as a place to call
‘home’. If the project can prove benefits to
communities – tangible economic benefits and
intangible (greater attachment to communities)
benefits – critical mass is achievable.
Bottom line: Communities are looking for ways to
connect their populations to place; they want
people to stay in the region.

Indicators that communities are
ready for both nomination and
conservation will include: a high
level of participation in workshops;
good coverage of the project in
local media; reference to the
project in local council meetings;
evidence that local or Crown-land
heritage conservation mechanisms
are in place or under consideration;
and new financial support for
conservation and interpretation
projects.
Sufficient information about
potential impacts, including the
need for heritage by-laws or other
conservation mechanisms, has been
provided to organizations and
decision-makers, and they have
confirmed that they will support
nomination and related heritage
conservation initiatives.

Strengths: Established groups include tourism
organizations (local and regional), museums and
archives, historical groups, and local
municipal/First Nations (FN) councils. Key
champions, in addition to the NBCTA include the
Northern Trails Historical Society, Tourism
Dawson Creek, Tourism Industry Association of
the Yukon, NENAS, and local economic
development groups.
Challenges: Municipal councils want to be
confident that heritage conservation is
compatible with and will contribute to local
economic conditions. The direct cost of heritage
is less of an issue than the potential for addition
red tape to impact on development (municipal
and resources).
Bottom line: Councils need more information.
Strengths: The region is active in heritage
conservation and has a strong volunteer cohort.
While local professional capacity is limited, due to
the low population density, the province and
territory have excellent consulting professionals
who can provide services for the project. The
local population is interested in heritage
opportunities, which are very limited in the area.
Youth have not been exposed to cultural heritage
as a means of engaging with each other.
Challenges: Communities are generally populated
by skilled workers in the resource sector prepared
to move for better jobs.
Bottom line: The highly mobile population is a
reality that cannot be overlooked in planning, but
the strength of the volunteer sector can outweigh
the challenge and the potential to engage youth

The level of involvement in the
project is sustained and individuals
who attend workshops in fall 2012
indicate a strong desire to see the
project succeed.
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Factor

Ownership
The influence of
ownership (public
vs. private) on
access to the
resource.

The Site
The aspects of the
site that stimulate
interest in its
heritage.

Threat and
cause
The immediate
threats motivating
protection for the
site.

Current State (Spring 2012)
is there.
Strengths: Most of the key resources are likely to
be located on public land where public access will
be possible. Some key resources, such as the
railway station in Dawson Creek, are already in
public use for heritage purposes.
A few resources are either in FN ownership or
control, but are likely to have a degree of public
access.
Challenges: An issue specific to the Alaska
Highway Corridor is risk awareness and risk
management.
Bottom line: A project beginning in May 2012
through the services of a student will examine
and report on issues related to access to
resources.
Strengths: The Alaska Highway Corridor is of
great interest to Canadians, Americans and
Europeans.
Challenges: The high level of interest has not led
to active protection of cultural heritage
resources. Factors related to organizational
capacity and the willingness of jurisdictions to
support heritage conservation are discussed in
other criteria. With respect to the site’s own
ability to engage people in conservation, three
issues should be noted: 1) Some resources telling
parts of the story are distributed along the length
of the highway; 2) key resources are hidden from
view because they are located a distance away
from the highway; and 3) many key resources
require interpretation to be understood. Previous
work has shown that a large portion of visitors
and residents are also looking for opportunities to
experience the heritage of the highway in-situ.
Bottom line: The Alaska Highway Corridor has
potential to showcase ecological, industrial
(resource-development) and cultural history, but
the resources must be interpreted to be
understood.
Strengths: The lack of immediate, dramatic
threats gives organizations time to develop a
comprehensive plan.
Challenges: Many threats exist, but no single
action is imminent that will destroy the cultural
heritage value of the Corridor. For this reason,
some people who are less supportive of the
nomination agree that the Alaska Highway
Corridor is important, but they do not see the
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Success indicators for Fall 2013
Key heritage resources and access
issues are identified. Public owners
have agreed in principle to the
nomination, and they have agreed
that the public will have access to
resources.

The nomination will identify key
themes related to the highway as a
war-time effect and as a major road
into wilderness and to the north.
Other themes will also be identified
that will expand interest in the
Corridor’s heritage. Key cultural
heritage resources will be identified
as places where the experiences of
the people who were there when
the highway was being built –
soldiers, civilian contractors,
traders, First Nations, etc. – can be
appreciated. Other key resources
will be identified for related
themes. Existing organizations will
see roles for themselves in
protecting the resources.

A call for action for the
conservation, interpretation and
appreciation of the Alaska Highway
Corridor is unlikely to come from a
threat. A much more challenging
situation exists because the
proponents will need to make a
case that the yet-to-be-realized
benefits to the commemoration are
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Factor

Leadership
The lead group
whose work is
supported by the
work of other
groups and
individuals.

Managerial
competence and
organizational
skills
Key individuals
have the skill set
required to
effectively lead
the work and
ensure that the
work load is
distributed.

Consensus
General
awareness of the
project and
agreement that it
is important to the
community.
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Current State (Spring 2012)

Success indicators for Fall 2013

need for a commemoration because the road
itself is not under threat and people will visit no
matter what. Many resources, such as relics from
construction camps, however, have disappeared.
Bottom line: The first challenge to be addressed
is the willingness of major land owners to
participate in the project and determine the
extent to which conservation of key resources is
possible.
Strengths: The AHCS is recognized in the region
as being committed and capable of putting
forward the Alaska Highway Corridor as a
National Historic Site.
Bottom line: With professional assistance by
provincial and territorial heritage staff, as well as
through heritage consultants, the group will also
be able to develop a conservation strategy that
identifies clear roles for local governments, First
Nations, agencies, land owners, and
organizations.
Strengths: The AHCS includes individuals who
share a vision for what can be achieved. They are
realistic about the challenges and opportunities.
Additionally and importantly, they have been
residents in the area for a long time. Their ability
to attract significant funds for preparing the
nomination and setting the stage for community
engagement and project planning is indicative of
their pragmatic approach.
Bottom line: To date, two people – April Moi and
Bud Powell – have been leading the project. The
scope of the project in 2011-12 did not require
extensive input from other organizations other
than the NENAS.
Strengths: The initial three-year project received
direct funding from the PRRD, a commitment
from the provincial Ministry of Transportation
and Infrastructure for $100,000 worth of in-kind
work over three years, $10,000 for research
support from the NRRM, and a partnership
arrangement with the NENAS to engage FN
communities along the highway Corridor.
Bottom line: This support, as well as
conversations with other BC and Yukon groups,
indicates that there is currently broad support for
the project to nominate the Corridor and
establish a program to conserve, promote and
increase appreciation of the cultural heritage of
the Alaska Highway Corridor.

greater than the unknown costs.

During the nomination and
planning period, the AHCS
continues to coordinate and
promote the project. Leadership is
likely to be held by AHCS for the
long-term if membership is
broadened, but due- diligence
requires that other options for
leading the conservation,
promotion and appreciation of the
Corridor be examined as well.
The AHCS continues to
demonstrate leadership. NENAS
continues to be fully involved in the
project.
Other local organizations and land
owners make contributions to the
project under direction of the
AHCS.
The roles of all organizations are
understood, a factor that will be
clarified during the BC Heritage
Branch workshops in fall 2012.

The consensus needs to be broader
(formally to Yukon and informally
to Alaska) and deeper (resolutions
or agreements in place with specific
communities and land owners.)
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Factor

Current State (Spring 2012)

Expressed
interest in
heritage
The community
has demonstrated
its interest in
heritage.

Network
management
An overall
umbrella
organization
available to
organize the
activities of the
various groups
involved.

Inclusiveness
The groups will
promote their
activities and
remain open to
new members.

Strengths: The AHCS and numerous communities
affected by the nomination are committed to
appreciation of heritage resources associated
with the Alaska Highway Corridor.
Challenges: The communities’ interest in
conservation is untested.
Bottom line: Workshops in the Fall of 2012 with
the BC Heritage Branch will provide groups with
more information to the AHCS and its partners
about strategies that can be used to conserve
heritage places.
Strengths: The AHCS is available to offer
leadership.
Challenges: The geography of the Alaska Highway
Corridor demands that actions in support of the
conservation and interpretation of the Corridor
are distributed.
Bottom line: With appropriate by-laws and an
expansion of membership to Yukon
representatives, the AHCS will be able to offer
leadership to activities of other groups towards
the goal of commemorating the Alaska Highway
Corridor and conservation heritage resources.
Strengths: The region as a whole is relatively
sparsely populated and very welcoming of anyone
who wants to support a project or group.
Bottom line: It will be important to ensure that
the leadership of the AHCS finds ways to involve
individuals who can provide useful strategies for
addressing concerns regarding differences of
opinion between the aspirations of the AHCS and
land owners and users.

Success indicators for Fall 2013
Communities and land owners have
agreed in principle to work together
to conserve, promote and increase
appreciation of the Corridor’s
cultural heritage.

The AHCS has extended its reach to
Yukon groups with by-laws and
funding in place or in view to
address its broadened constituency.

The AHCS continues to involve land
owners and users in the project.

5.2 Stewardship of the Alaska Highway Corridor as a Cultural
Resource
The cultural landscape of the Alaska Highway Corridor stretches 2,237 km through important natural areas
and ecosystems, but it also includes a rich cultural heritage. Some heritage resources are plainly visible, in
the form of buildings, bridges, road alignments and topographic features; others are understood and known
by residents, visitors and Indigenous people through experience. With investment in a stewardship plan, the
protection of these resources will be possible and provide a wealth of opportunities for residents and
visitors to discover the natural and human forces that created and sustain the landscape.
As noted in Section 2.2.6, the actions required to ensure that the value of cultural heritage is understood,
protected and used can be divided into four general categories:
1.
2.
3.
4.

understanding and assessment
confirmation of value
conservation planning
appreciation
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Based on research conducted to date by the consultant, the four-step process applied to the Alaska Highway
Corridor is likely to produce the following results.

Understanding and assessment
Physical conditions
Cultural resources of the Alaska Highway Corridor exist at three distinct scales
o The entire Corridor itself is a large-scale cultural landscape, an evolving setting that serves
as a gateway to the north and as the context for an important war-time highway.
o Important views and sections of the highway, such as the Kiskatinaw Road and Old
Kiskatinaw Bridge, constitute important medium-scale cultural landscape with distinctive
characteristics within the Corridor.
o Small-scale cultural landscapes and discrete cultural resources, such as the Building 200
(former Northwest Highway System Headquarters) in Whitehorse, exist within the Corridor
and have their own physical and cultural identity.

Increasing knowledge about resources
Various activities will be needed to document what is already known about cultural heritage resources in the
Alaska Highway Corridor and to establish boundaries of the area of interest. Actions that are likely to be
required include:

Consult

•Consulting with communities (including First Nations) about the value of the Alaska Highway
Corridor and seeking information about potential cultural heritage resources

•Using the information to inventory and map resources

Map

Research

Rank

•Conducting research to complete documentation about specific resources lacking information
and to establish ownership

•Establish criteria for ranking resources in terms of contributions to the cultural heritage value of
the corridor and importance to communities
•Use the ranking to identify properties most likely to contribute to a National Historic Site of
Canada commemoration

Confirmation of value
The level of significance of the Alaska Highway Corridor can be argued to be national, but its constituent
landscapes and other forms of cultural resources are locally significant resources that become characterdefining elements within the larger cultural landscape. Some cultural resources might be suitable for formal
protection through provincial or territorial legislation, policies or programs.
Writing the Statement of Significance for the Alaska Highway Corridor from a local perspective of will
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require extensive input from communities within the Corridor, as well as direction from BC and Yukon
heritage agencies to increase the likelihood that the statements can lead to protection of resources within
the jurisdictions.

Conservation Planning
All heritage places need strategies and mechanisms to protect heritage value because change is a constant.
In some cases, a conservation plan would include costed works, such as reinforcement of a bridge used by
hikers and light vehicles. In other cases, a maintenance plan could be sufficient, as in the case of keeping a
view unimpaired by trimming trees and shrubs at a look-out. Whenever possible, resources should be
grouped by type to allow for efficiencies in developing conservation plans and implementing conservation
strategies. The grouping will simplify conservation planning and make it more likely that small-scale sites are
included in conservation strategies.

Appreciation
A wide variety of opportunities exist to extend appreciation and understanding of the significance of the
Alaska Highway Corridor to various audiences and to improve access to its heritage resources, especially in
collaboration with the tourism and cultural (heritage and artistic) sectors. The scale of the Alaska Highway
Corridor is no longer a barrier to effective interpretation. Autonomous interpretation offerings can be linked
through online and mobile options that are relatively inexpensive to create and maintain.
As discussed in the report on site visits and as noted in a review of various studies about tourism and
interpretation within various segments of the Corridor, visitor centres, museums and panels provide
introductions to the history of the highway. A greater challenge exists in making resources accessible and
interesting to visitors and residents, especially given the distances between resources and the lack of on-site
assistance to visitors. A more detailed analysis of appreciation, interpretation and access opportunities and
challenges will be completed during and after the workshops in fall 2012.

5.3 Summary
The Alaska Highway Corridor has merit to be commemorated as a NHSC. The commemoration has potential
to be leveraged to improve visitor experience for tourists, create opportunities for youth to be involved in
the community, strengthen understanding of First Nations experiences in the area and contribute to a
stronger sense of place. Various groups, such as the Chamber of Commerce in Fort St. John, were
particularly articulate in describing economic opportunities that could arise from visitors ‘slowing down’ on
their drive along the Alaska Highway, strengthening community attachments and expanding employment
opportunities for all communities, including First Nations.
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6 Recommendations
Recommendations are organized in nine categories. Rationales for the recommendations either appear here
or in previous sections of the report.

6.1 Nomination
Recommendations:
Proceed with the nomination.
Propose a set of discrete properties (a.k.a. heritage resources) in BC and Yukon, not a contiguous
strip along the entire length of the Corridor.
Ensure that each proposed property is closely associated with one or more historic themes relevant
to the nomination, and, as a set, covers the full set of themes.
Further work is required to define the boundaries of what is meant by the Alaska Highway Corridor. It is
important to note that the Corridor is much more than the current and former alignments of the Alaska
Highway. The Corridor is likely to include places of some distance from the current highway that are
intimately connected to one or more of the historic themes to be chosen in the next phase of the project.
For example, Hudson’s Hope, BC, which supplied coal during the construction of the Alaska Highway, will
likely be included as its historical development is intertwined with that of the Highway and region. On the
other hand, inclusion of the Canol Road/Canol Heritage Trail requires further consideration. While its initial
Contentworks Inc. for the Alaska Highway Community Society, July 2012

P a g e | 41

Alaska Highway Nomination: Findings Report for Year 1
construction took place in association with the Alaska Highway, the lack of development along the road
since the end of the Second World War is significant.
The commemoration of the Alaska Highway Corridor as a National Historic Site of Canada in the category of
‘place’ has potential to succeed because:
The event of building the highway is already recognized as having national significance.
The HSMBC has recommended large-scale cultural landscapes for commemoration as places.
The HSMBC has accepted the boundaries of historic places to be a series of discrete resources
within a larger landscape.
Numerous resources, including bridges, former road alignments, buildings, views and natural
environments exist as cultural resources associated with the building of the Alaska Highway
Corridor.
The geography of the Corridor, the location of communities and surviving airfields could be
integrated into a nomination that addresses the symbiotic relationship between roads and airways
th
in the middle of the 20 century. Canada had a vibrant, internationally celebrated system of air
routes before and after the war. The Alaska Highway Corridor is sufficiently unchanged to be able
to demonstrate why air routes were important and their impact on Canada’s geography and
history.
The biggest challenge, as discussed elsewhere in this report, is likely to be a sufficient emphasis on the way
in which cultural resources associated with the nomination will be protected over time.
The requirements for nomination to the HSMBC were previously set out in detail in the National Historic Site
17
project proposal prepared for the Alaska Highway Community.

6.2 Historical Themes
Recommendations:
Undertake further analysis and consultations with local experts in BC and Yukon to establish the
appropriate historical theme for the nomination.
Use the proposed Heritage Values workshop to validate possible themes.
The theme(s) chosen for the nomination cannot be too broad or too narrow. The theme of war-time
construction may not be sufficient to ensure acceptance of the nomination submission. The Alaska Highway
as a war-time work is already of national significance as an event, but the theme could be broadened to
address the number of changes that have occurred in the Corridor since the 1940s. A slightly broader theme
would be Modernizing Northern Transportation, in which both the airway (pre-war, war-time and post-war)
and the highway are considered as a single transportation system. The interconnected nature of highways
and airways during the 1930-60 period is very visible in this landscape, both in terms of the natural
environment and constructed or changed features. The impact of the highway and airway on First Nations is
also visible.

6.3 Owners
Work will be required to seek approval from owners (public and private) in support of the nomination. While
land owners need to be kept informed, greater certainty about which resources would be included as
heritage properties is recommended before approaching senior-level staff to establish protocols for

17

Powell, Bud, Chair of the Alaska Highway Community. Alaska Highway Nomination National Historic Site of Canada
Project Proposal. 16 February 2011, p. 13-16.
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approval at the public level and seeking approval from private land owners.

Recommendations:
Keep owners informed of the project and involve them to the extent of their interest and capacity.
Consult with owners whenever resources become likely candidates for inclusion as ‘heritage
properties’ in the nomination.

6.4 BC Local Governments
Recommendations:
Work with BC Heritage Branch to collaborate on the hosting of the Heritage Values workshops.
Keep local governments informed through internet-based communications and other means.

6.5 Yukon Involvement
Recommendations:
Meet with Yukon Historic Sites to develop a protocol for Yukon involvement (including Yukon First
Nations) in the nomination.
Review materials held in Whitehorse at the archives and in the offices of Yukon Historic Sites to
identify additional cultural resources and verify information about known ones.
The Alaska Highway Corridor covers lands in both BC and Yukon. The current sponsor, the AHCS, represents
BC organizations and local governments only. Yukon involvement will be needed prior to completing the
nomination.

6.6 First Nations Involvement
Recommendations:
Work with NENAS to establish requirements for a First Nations specialist(s) and to determine the
formats of workshops.
Contact affected Yukon First Nations with input from Yukon Historic Sites as soon as possible.
Include a First Nations specialist into the nomination project, to assist with consultations and
gathering of information from First Nations in the Corridor.
NENAS has demonstrated that there is significant interest among BC First Nations for a possible
commemoration of the Alaska Highway Corridor but further work is required to document Indigenous
historical themes, resources and meanings in the Corridor. In the case of Yukon, any investigation of cultural
resources in Yukon requires consultations with the affected First Nation under the Umbrella Final
Agreement.
The direct involvement of a First Nations specialist(s) would be helpful to address gaps in knowledge in
collaboration with First Nations and to determine whether information currently held in offices of First
Nation groups might be useful for the nomination and for interpretation.

6.7 Conservation of Cultural Resources
Recommendation:
A conservation strategy (in advance of conservation plans) for each selected properties should be in
place prior to the completion of the submission with evidence of support from relevant authorities
(province, territory or local) and land owners.
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A conservation strategy can only be developed after cultural resources are identified, more is known about
their history and current condition, and owners agree to include their cultural resources in the nomination.
Numerous strategies exist to allow resources to remain in use for other purposes. As an example, old road
alignments currently used for oil and gas exploration could be documented for rehabilitation when
exploration is finished. Conservation does not need to happen simultaneously along the Corridor.

6.8 Site Research and Mapping
Recommendations:
In advance and during the Heritage Value workshops in the fall of 2012 collect information about
specific resources that could be included as heritage ‘properties’ for the nomination, and others
that could become supporting resources for interpretation planning.
Develop infrastructure, likely through or in collaboration with the BC MFLNRO, to collect
information in a map format for research, communications and, eventually, visitor engagement.
Create a cultural resource advisory committee as part of the AHCS that can provide a higher level
of input into information gathering.
The history of the war-time highway is already documented in books, articles, photographs and archival
records. Additional research about historic events will not be required during the nomination project, except
to answer questions about specific cultural resources.
Research and consultations will be needed to identify the location, condition and meaning of cultural
resources. Many sources of further information about cultural resources in the Alaska Highway Corridor
have been identified. One of the most promising sources is a study conducted by PWGSC of all former road
alignments that documented the entire history of the Alaska Highway using air photos and site visits. The
information is captured in a database and in individual records of hundreds of sites. A review of this material
is required.
Cultural resource mapping sessions with groups and individuals are also required to document where
resources are located and how they could be accessed. A follow-up to the 1990-1991 Yukon project, rather
than a full set of mapping sessions, should be sufficient for the Yukon sections of the Corridor. The BC
sessions should be completed in fall 2012 in advance of agency and land-owner meetings in late 2012 and
spring 2013.
The information collected through the mapping sessions and document reviews (including First Nation
input) could be integrated into an online tool, such as a community map. An example of a map has been
produced by The Sustaining What We Value project, involving residents in several communities in Eastern
Ontario interested in documenting, understanding and cultural, social, environmental and economic values.
See: www.sustainingwhatwevalue.ca/index.html%3Cb The University of Waterloo’s Centre for Community
Mapping has developed a series of applications (including a beta version of a Tourism Destination mobile
app) to help communities with place-based consultations and mapping. Funding for the development came
from both provincial and federal programs. Consideration could be given to working with the university to
determine whether there might be a cost-effective way to develop an Alaska Highway Corridor portal using
the Centre’s products. See: The Centre for Community Mapping at www.comap.ca. A specific product that
could be adapted to the Alaska Highway Corridor is Building Stories at www.buildingstories.co [note that it is
a .co URL].

6.9 Governance Sustainability
Recommendations:
The AHCS should consider options that would provide for successful consultation with Yukon
representatives for the purposes of the nomination and ensuing conservation and interpretation
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strategies and projects.

6.10 Financial Sustainability
Recommendation:
All options for accessing funding should be investigated, including collaboration with local
government’s economic development officers.

6.11 Local Capacity and Involvement
Recommendation:
Engage with non-profit organizations, and youth representatives, such as schools, to find ways to
involve people in the project in the short- and long-terms.
The nomination and interpretation of the Alaska Highway Corridor has potential to involve many people in
various capacities, such as volunteers, professionals and artists. It could also serve as a platform for youth
involvement.

6.12 Realizing Benefits of the Nomination Project
Recommendation:
Consult with community development officials and other groups in a review of existing materials
and determine the best option for proceeding with an Alaska Highway Corridor Heritage Strategy.
A broader strategic plan that integrates heritage resources with tourism, visitor and resident objectives
should be undertaken as part of the nomination work. It would build on previous work related to visioning a
future for the Alaska Highway Corridor in the context of local priorities, but include heritage conservation
and interpretation strategies. The strategic plan would be used whether commemoration succeeds or not.
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7 Road Map
The following road map is proposed to:
Meet the nomination schedule discussed with Parks Canada, as outlined in section 4.2.1.
Develop a strategic plan that integrates the nomination objective with local, visitor experience,
tourism and heritage conservation objectives.
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7.1.1 Phase 2: 2012-3

Nomination Preparation
and Consultation
Planning
Summer 2012

Consultations and
Workshops
Fall 2012 to February
2013

• Continue research on cultural resources and potential properties
• Meet with Yukon Historic Sites and BC Heritage Branch to review
the proposed nomination subject and draft 'explanation of national
significance'
• Develop a consultation strategy in collaboration with NENAS and BC
Heritage Branch for First Nations in BC
• Develop a consultation approach for affected First Nations in Yukon
• Review Terms of Reference and AHCS membership

• Communicate impacts of commemoration on land owners
• Complete preparation of materials for the Heritage Values
Workshops led by BC Heritage Branch
• Plan use of in-kind contributions from BC agencies, such as mapping
and facilitation for meetings and consultations
• Prepare materials and presentations for local jurisdictions and
groups on conservation and appreciation options

• Develop options for cultural resources and boundaries of
'properties'
• Develop a strategic plan to achieve the heritage and visitor
experience objectives of the AHC Initiative with or without a
successful nomination
Strategic Plan for the
• Consult with Alaska counterparts
Alaska Highway Corridor • Engage stakeholders and AHC Initative partners
• Prepare a draft submission document
Spring 2013
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7.1.2 Phase 3: 2013-4

Nomination Submission

• Complete the nomination
• Meet with Parks Canada to address any gaps
• Continue projects approved through the Strategic Plan

September 2013

Agenda Paper
Preparation

• Provide support to Parks Canada historians
• Continue projects approved through the Strategic Plan

Fall 2014 to Spring
2015

Prepare for
Commemoration

• Develop communications, promotions and special events in
anticipation of commemoration
• Continue other projects approved through the strategic plan

Fall 2015 or Summer
2016
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8 Background Sources for Heritage
Planning
Following is a list of printed materials consulted for the Findings Report that concern the commemoration,
conservation, promotion and interpretation of the Alaska Highway Corridor and related sites. A separate list
of sources about the history of the Corridor is maintained in the Alaska Highway Database.
Access Consulting. Shakwak Highway Project Environmental Assessment Update: km 1664.5 - 1788.5
Alaska Highway #1. Whitehorse, YT: Transportation Engineering Branch, 2000.
AldrichPears Associates. Communications Plan. Includes: Alaska Highway Corridor Thematic Strategy;
Dawson Creek: Interpretive Strategy; Dawson Creek: Downtown Revitalization; and Alaska Highway
House Concept Plan. September 2003.
Bains, Matthew. Making Alaska Highway part of Canada's history. Alaska Highway News, 16 Feb 2012.
http://m.dawsoncreekdailynews.ca/article/20120215/DAWSONCREEK0101/302159987/0/dawsoncree
k0101/making-alaska-highway-part-of-canada-s-history&template=JQMArticle
Bains, Matthew. Regional district supports Alaska Highway nomination project, but not all directors on
board. Mile 0 City, 16 September 2011. Accessed 5 October 2011. Available online at
http://energeticcity.ca/article/news/2011/09/15/regional-district-supports-alaska-highwaynomination-project-not-all-directo
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Banham, Fred, and Trish Morgan. Peace River Regional District Report: Heritage Service Bylaw Progress
Update. 3 August 2011. Available online at: http://prrd.bc.ca/board/agendas/2011/2011-147897894564/pages/documents/09-R-4FBHeritageService.pdf
Charleson, Sennen, and Northern Rockies Alaska Highway Tourism Association. First Nations Final
Report, Alaska Highway Community Initiative, Phase 1. Prepared for the BC Ministry of Small Business
& Economic Development, Western Economic Development Canada. August 2005.
Commonwealth Historic Resource Management Limited. A heritage strategy for the city of Dawson
Creek. March 2007.
Fort Nelson First Nation and Northern Rockies Regional Municipality. Memorandum of Understanding
between Fort Nelson First Nation and Northern Rockies Regional Municipality. December 2010.
Ingram, Rob. Alaska Highway Inventory and Research: Preliminary Report, Sept. 1990, Yukon Historic
Sites Inventory. Whitehorse, YT: Midnight Arts, 1990. Available online as part of:
www.tc.gov.yk.ca/publications/The_Alaska_Highway_A_Thematic_Overview.pdf
Ingram, Rob. The Alaska Highway: A Thematic Overview. Yukon Historic Sites Inventory series.
Whitehorse, YT: Midnight Arts, 1991. Available online at:
www.tc.gov.yk.ca/publications/The_Alaska_Highway_A_Thematic_Overview.pdf
Intrinsic Tourism Solutions. The Northern Rockies Regional Municipality Arts, Culture and Heritage
Scan. 29 April 2011.
Inukshuk Planning and Development. Alaska Highway East Interpretive Plan. Yukon Department of
Tourism, Heritage Branch. March 1999.
Inukshuk Planning and Development. Alaska Highway West & Haines Road Interpretive Plan. Yukon
Department of Tourism, Heritage Branch, 2002.
Lawrence Hill researches Alaska Highway story. CBC Airplay. 22 March 2012. Available online at:
www.cbc.ca/airplay/episodes/2012/03/22/lawrence-hill-researches-alaska-highway-story/
Morgan, Trish. Peace River Regional District Report: Charlie Lake Cave Heritage Recognition. Internal
memorandum, 14 October 2009.
Northern BC Tourism Association. Tourism Related Projects: Preparation for the Nomination of the
Alaska Highway as a National Historic Site, Peace River Regional District (PRRD). 29 March 2010.
Northern Rockies Alaska Highway Tourism Association. Final Report Alaska Highway Community
Initiative - Phase 1. 2005.
Part, Bob and I.L.E. Consulting. Alaska Highway Interpretation Center: Program Concept. Victoria, BC:
I.L.E. Consulting, 1981.
Powell, Bud, Chair of the Alaska Highway Community. Alaska Highway Nomination National Historic
Site of Canada Project Proposal. 16 February 2011.
Stuart, Richard. The Impact of the Alaska Highway on Dawson City. Draft. No date.
Tourism North, Northern BC Tourism Association, Alaska Travel Industry Association and Yukon
Department of Tourism. North! To Alaska. Victoria: Tourism North, 1990.
Yukon Tourism and Culture walking tours for: Burwash Landing Junction, Haines Junction, Haines Road,
North Canol Road, South Canol Road, Teslin and Watson Lake.
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Appendix A: Meetings and
Presentations
Date

Site Visit Meeting or Presentation

11 October 2011

Site visit meeting (Natascha Morrison and Alice Glaze, Contentworks) with Roger
Gregoire, Northern Trails Historical Society (Fort St. John)

11 October 2011

Site visit meeting (Natascha Morrison and Alice Glaze, Contentworks) with
Dustin Bodnaryk, Tourism Development Coordinator, Tourism Dawson Creek

11 October 2011

Site visit meeting (Natascha Morrison and Alice Glaze, Contentworks) with Dan
Bastiaansen, Volunteer Archivist, South Peace Historical Society Archives
(Dawson Creek)

13 October 2011

Site visit meeting (Natascha Morrison and Alice Glaze, Contentworks) with
Jaylene Arnold, Economic Development and Tourism Officer, Northern Rockies
Regional Municipality (Fort Nelson)

13 October 2011

Site visit meeting (Natascha Morrison and Alice Glaze, Contentworks) with Paddy
Whidden, Director, Alaska Highway Program Engineering Assets Strategy, Public
Works and Government Services Canada (Fort Nelson)

13 October 2011

Site visit meeting (Natascha Morrison and Alice Glaze, Contentworks) with Marl
Brown, Fort Nelson Heritage Museum

17 October 2011

Site visit meeting and tour (Natascha Morrison and Alice Glaze, Contentworks)
with Roger Gregoire, Northern Trails Historical Society (Fort St. John)

13 February 2012

Presentation by Julie Harris, Contentworks and April Moi, AHCS to Council,
Northern Rockies Regional Municipality (Fort Nelson)

14 February 2012

Presentation by Julie Harris, Contentworks and April Moi, AHCS to Paddy
Whidden and staff Public Works and Government Services Canada, Alaska
Highway Unit (Fort Nelson)

14 February 2012

Presentation by Julie Harris, Contentworks and April Moi, AHCS to Jaylene
Arnold, Economic Development & Tourism, Northern Rockies Regional
Municipality (Fort Nelson)

14 February 2012

Presentation by Julie Harris, Contentworks and April Moi, AHCS to Marl Brown,
Director, Fort Nelson Museum

15 February 2012

Presentation by Julie Harris, Contentworks and April Moi, AHCS to Audrey Sam,
Executive Director, Northeast Native Advancing Society (NENAS) (Fort St. John)
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Date

Site Visit Meeting or Presentation

16 February 2012

Presentation by Julie Harris, Contentworks and April Moi, AHCS to Chamber of
Commerce, Fort St. John

16 February 2012

Presentation by Julie Harris, Contentworks and April Moi, AHCS to North Peace
Network of Professionals (NP3)

16 February 2012

Presentation by Julie Harris, Contentworks and April Moi, AHCS to Karrilyn Vince
and staff, Resource Operations, BC Ministry of Forests Lands and Natural
Resources Operations (MFLNRO) (Fort St. John)

17 February 2012

Presentation by Julie Harris, Contentworks and April Moi, AHCS to Alaska
Highway Community Society Meeting (Dawson Creek)

10 March 2012

In-person meeting of the consultants with Julie Dompierre, Secretary, HSMBC

21 March 2012

Telephone discussion with Pam Copley and Ursula Pfahler, Community Heritage
Planner, BC Heritage Branch, Ministry of Forests, Lands and Natural Resources

27 March 2012

Telephone discussion with Hal Kalman, BC Representative, HSMBC

27 March 2012

Telephone discussion with Loree Stewart, Yukon Representative, HSMBC

28 March 2012

Telephone discussion with Sally Robinson, Historic Sites Planner, Yukon Historic
Sites, Tourism and Culture
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Appendix B: Proposed Agenda for
the Heritage Values Workshop
The following agenda has been proposed by the BC Heritage Branch. Staff of the Branch are expected to be
available in the fall of 2012 to deliver the workshops in three BC communities. The workshops would be
designed to address capacity-building in the communities for general heritage matters, but their agendas
would be adjusted to allow a segment specifically on the Alaska Highway Corridor nomination.
Workshop description: The Heritage Values Workshop provides an opportunity for communities to explore
heritage values and identify historic places in their communities that embody those values. The information
gathered can be used as the basis for a community heritage program as well as for community tourism
planning.
Participants will gain an understanding of heritage conservation tools based on their community’s vision and
building on existing community assets.
Sample Workshop Agenda
1.
2.

3.
4.

5.
6.

7.

Workshop Overview and Introductions
Heritage Values & Historic Places
What are heritage values?
Identifying community heritage values (short exercise to identify why the heritage of the
community is important and what the collective values are)
What are historic places?
Identifying historic places in the community that embody heritage values (mapping exercise).
Which places embody the heritage values identified by the community?
Community Heritage Vision (visioning activity)
Heritage Conservation Tools
a. Formal Designation (BC) or other forms of protection
b. Community Heritage Register (BC) (formal recognition)
c. Designation as a National Historic Site
Other ways of recognizing and celebrating community heritage (e.g. as a tourism draw, special
events, walking tours, etc)
Nomination of the Alaska Highway Corridor
a. Cultural resources to be included
b. Community input
c. Keeping communities involved
Conclusions and Next Steps
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Appendix C: BC Heritage Branch
Notes
Introduction
A representative (Pam Copley) of the British Columbia Heritage Branch met with the Alaska Highway
Community Society and Parks Canada staff 9 December 2010 to discuss the nomination of the Alaska
Highway Corridor as a National Historic Site of Canada. A separate meeting was held via phone with the
consultant of the Finding Report in March 2012.
The Heritage Branch provided the AHCS and its consultant with advice on the work that would be needed
for the commemoration and conservation objectives to succeed. The Branch emphasized the importance of
developing cultural heritage capacity within the communities that would be affected by the nomination.
Following are activities, benefits and requirements identified by the Branch from the December 2010
meeting and from a discussion with the AHCS consultant in 2012.

Short-Term Objective
Prepare nomination package for National Historic Site status for submission by 2013 for anticipated
designation by 2017.

Considerations
Significant front-end investment of time and resources by local and regional stakeholders
Participation and collaboration of many communities, including area First Nations, for success of
the project
Process lays groundwork for local and regional tourism enhancement
Provides a shared focus and goal for AHC group
Positions the highway as a cultural tourism Corridor with an imperative to conserve and manage its
character and values and associated resources
Possible foundation for future heritage programs in the region(s)
Designation as National Historic Site does not require pre-existing formal heritage recognition at
local level; however, all opportunities to demonstrate how cultural resources will be protected will
strengthen an application before the HSMBC.
Because the highway Corridor is primarily crown owned, regulation and associated land-use
planning costs would not fall to the regional district. However there are potential voluntary
opportunity costs to this project through interpretation, tourism development and celebration.
National designation is commemorative and does not impose or provide legal protection. If
management of contributing heritage resources along the highway is desired, then formal heritage
recognition at the local or regional level should be put in place.

Benefits
Unique, one-time opportunity for regional collaboration to enhance tourism, economic and
community development opportunities
Local and regional stories, keeping the history of the highway alive
Stamp of approval nationally leveraging prospects for regional tourism development,
interpretation, and celebration
Generation of international attention for the local communities
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Potential to leverage highway improvements as a result of raised awareness and heritage status
Aside from staff time reviewing the proposal and fine tuning by the Board, the fiscal impacts of the
NHSC Designation would mainly be positive in terms of additional tourism dollars spent
experiencing this cultural Corridor.

Requirements
Parks Canada requires identification of major built and/or natural components of the property,
particularly nominating a historic district or cultural landscape for consideration. This necessitates
conducting an inventory of key sites along the Highway Corridor which runs through several
communities and at least two RD’s.
Collaboration of local, regional, provincial stakeholders and partners is critical to the success of the
project.

Actions
Follow the nomination process with direct involvement of local communities and support from the
Heritage Branch.

Long-Term Objective
Develop a heritage conservation program and heritage register at the local or regional level, based on
the work undertaken through the NHS nomination process.

Considerations
Sends a message to federal government representative, Alaska Highway Community partners,
crown agencies (MoT, etc.) and other stakeholders that the heritage values and resources
associated with the Alaska Highway and their ongoing management are important within the
region.
NHS designation status is commemorative in nature and does not affect or control local regulation.
The significant investment of time and resources in identifying and researching historic places for
inclusion in the NHSC nomination package, presents an opportunity for developing a local or
regional heritage conservation program for the long-term benefit of communities and regions along
the Corridor.
It is important to determine what the primary community/regional objective is – commemoration,
legal protection, access to funding – in order to determine the type of recognition for sites deemed
historically significant by area residents and decision makers. Equally, this will assist in determining
the scope of the heritage program required and inform future land use (zoning) decision for the
sites associated with the Alaska Highway Corridor.
The first step for each community or RD is to determine what values are attributed in their
jurisdictions to the Alaska Highway Corridor and why, then decide what resources embody those
values to determine how they can be recognized, maintained and managed in order to preserve
significance, but still allow for appropriate and necessary change.
Understanding what a community values and why provides a strong justification for ensuring that
the integrity of its historic resources will be retained as the community evolves over time. This is
described in our “Community Heritage Values” fact sheet that can be accessed from the Documents
and Forms Library page of the Heritage Branch website:
www.tti.gov.bc.ca/heritage/library/library.htm
Undertaking community consultation in the form of a context study or mapping process will assist
in identifying local heritage values. This process is clearly laid out in the “Guidelines for
Implementing Context Studies and Values-based Management of Historic Places” fact sheet, also
available in the Documents and Forms Library at the above link.
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The main costs associated with administering a heritage conservation program at the local/regional
level would be the staff time and services required to maintain/manage the Corridor, or provision
(voluntary) of incentives or tools through heritage or land-use regulation.
Formal heritage recognition plays an important role in monitoring and managing potential risk to
historic places rather than preventing change.
Zoning is one of most powerful tools for promoting good conservation. Appropriate zoning would
assist in preserving key elements of this cultural Corridor.
Part 27of the Local Government Act (LGA) delegates the authority of the provincial Heritage
Conservation Act to local governments, regional districts and band councils for administration as a
land-use planning tool. This approach is designed to better integrate heritage conservation into the
mainstream of development and community planning.

Requirements
Tools for enabling heritage programs in local governments are available directly through Pt 27 of
the LGA. Regional Districts can access the same tools, but must begin by the Board adopting a
bylaw to establish heritage conservation services within their jurisdiction. (Community Charter,
800.1(2)(h): “services related to heritage conservation.”
If identified historic places and resources associated with the Alaska Highway Corridor are also
considered important at a local or regional level, then maintaining and managing these places in
the long term will be better achieved through a community/regional heritage program.

Benefits
Identifying community heritage values (aesthetic, historical, social, scientific, spiritual) is an
important step in developing heritage conservation at the local or regional level. The process helps
to bring local government, citizens and stakeholders together in a common understanding of why
and how a community values its historic places.
In the creation of a local or area heritage conservation program, community/regional heritage
values become guiding statements about land use in the local governments and as such, part of an
Official Community Plan.
Formal heritage recognition raises awareness about the value, increases the potential for support
and good stewardship of historic places, and circumvents the issue of compensation.
The moral and political effect of recognition of the highway by local or regional authorities is to
communicate the importance of the highway for its heritage value and may influence decisionmaking at other levels.
Formal heritage recognition can raise awareness through commemoration, interpretation, etc. and
builds community capacity (both urban and rural) to use the heritage conservation tools available
through provincial legislation.
Parks Canada encourages local recognition to strengthen the federal recognition and to provide the
capability for local regulation of the historic place. The federal NHS cost-sharing program that
provides significant cost-sharing dollars for heritage conservation almost certainly considers
whether a NHS is locally-protected before providing funding.
Encourages and facilitates good stewardship of the commemorated NHS and other local or regional
historic places.

Actions
Basic steps for local governments
The local government creates a heritage conservation program based on a desire to implement
sustainable heritage conservation planning to achieve clearly stated community goals.
Creation of a Heritage Register by Council resolution is a first step in implementing a community
heritage program. The process for creating a register is described on p.7 of “Community Heritage
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Registers; a Guide for Local Government s and Heritage Organizations” in the Handbooks and
Manuals section on the following webpage: www.tti.gov.bc.ca/heritage/library/library.htm
A broad range of stakeholders identifies community heritage values. Successful strategies are
described in the fact sheets mentioned previously.
Historic places are selected by a range of community stakeholders based on the identified heritage
values, then recommended to the municipal council for approval by resolution
Places being recommended for formal heritage recognition must be accompanied by a values
statement, or Statement of Significance (SoS) which expresses its significance and acts as key landuse planning tool.
Planners or planning staff uses the SoS’s to ensure good conservation of recognized heritage
resources.
Council agrees that conservation should be in accordance with the “Standards and Guidelines for
the Conservation of Historic Places in Canada” available at: www.pc.gc.ca/docs/pc/guide/nldclpcsgchpc/index_E.asp

Basic steps for Regional Districts
RD Board adopts a bylaw to establish and operate a service based on clearly stated goals;
Community Charter, 800.1(2)(h): “ services related to heritage conservation”.
RD Board creates a Heritage Register by resolution.
Regional stakeholders identify area heritage values.
Historic places are selected by a range of stakeholders based on identified heritage values and
recommended to the Board for approval by resolution.
Places being recommended for formal heritage recognition must be accompanied by a values
statement, or Statement of Significance (SoS) which expresses its significance and acts as key landuse planning tool.
Planner or planning staff use the SoS’s to ensure good conservation of recognized heritage
resources.
Board agrees that conservation should be in accordance with the “Standards and Guidelines for the
Conservation of Historic Places in Canada” available at: www.pc.gc.ca/docs/pc/guide/nldclpcsgchpc/index_E.asp

Notes
The local authority (Council or Regional Board) would liaise with the Crown agencies responsible for
the Corridor, and would encourage their representatives to communicate with Heritage Branch
staff and/or Parks Canada on heritage-related matters as required
If a decision is made to proceed with development or enhancement of a heritage program at the
local or regional level, Heritage Branch will assist in facilitating the process through consultation or
in a workshop format as required.
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Appendix D: History of the Alaska
Highway Corridor
Introduction
The Alaska Highway crosses provincial, territorial, international and cultural boundaries as it winds through
northern British Columbia, southern Yukon and up into Alaska. Built during the Second World War as a
supply route, the Alaska Highway now stretches approximately 2,237 km, over five summits ranging from
975 m to 1,280 m. It serves the region’s residents, tourists, businesses and commercial (primarily oil, gas and
forestry) operators. Today it is a working highway used year round by resource extraction industries, tourists
and local residents. The Alaska Highway is divided into three distinct routes: in British Columbia it is known
as Highway 97, in the Yukon as Highway 1, and in Alaska as Highway 2. Related wartime routes are the Canol
Road and Haines Highway, as discussed briefly in this section.
Responsibility for and ownership of the Alaska Highway has been divided amongst various parties. The
Province of British Columbia is fully responsible for the first 134 km of the route of the current highway.
Responsibility for km 134 to 967 at the Yukon-BC border is divided between Public Works and Government
18
Services Canada (PWGSC) and the Province of British Columbia. The Yukon Territory manages the Highway
between Watson Lake and Whitehorse, and the area between Whitehorse and the Alaska-Yukon border is
19
managed by the Shakwak Project on behalf of the Canadian Government. In Alaska, the state’s
20
Department of Transportation is responsible for all highway operations and maintenance.

Geography and Ecology of the Region
The British Columbia section of the Alaska Highway passes (from south to north) through three of British
Columbia’s eco-regions: the Boreal Plains (Dawson Creek to south of Fort Nelson), the Taiga Plains (in the
21
Fort Nelson area), and the Northern Boreal Mountains (west of Fort Nelson to the BC-Yukon border).
The Boreal Plains eco-region consists of plateaus and lowlands, mostly forested, with large patches of
muskeg. It is crisscrossed by the Peace River tributaries. The forested areas are dominated by varieties of
spruce, as well as fir, willow, birch and trembling aspen. In plains areas, vegetation includes bushes and

18

Alaska Highway Community, Alaska Highway Nomination National Historic Site of Canada Project Proposal (February
16, 2011), 14; and Peace River Regional District, Tourism Related Projects: Preparation for the Nomination of the Alaska
Highway as a National Historic Site (March 29, 2010), 3-4, 8. PWGSC is responsible for capital, maintenance, yellow signs
and safety signs, while the Province of British Columbia is responsible for weigh scales, green signs, blue and white
facility signs and speed zones. Within this area, the Alaska Highway is considered a federal highway located on provincial
soil – PWGSC owns the Highway, but not the right-of-way (from tree-line to tree-line). The Province of BC’s Ministry of
Integrated Land Management Bureau is responsible for managing stretches of the old Alaska Highway that have been
reverted back to crown land.
19
The U. S. Government distributes funds for the Shakwak Project to the Canadian Government to contribute to the
operation of the Canadian segment of the Haines Road from Haines, Alaska, to Haines Junction; and the northern
portion of the Alaska Highway from Haines Junction to the Alaska Border. See: Yukon Highways and Public Works,
“Shakwak Project,” www.hpw.gov.yk.ca/trans/engineering/761.html, accessed 2 April 2012.
20
Alaska Highway Community, 14; and Peace River Regional District, 3-4.
21
This section is derived from: Dennis A. Demarchi, “The British Columbia Ecoregion Classification,” Third Edition.
Ecosystem Information Section. Ministry of Environment Victoria, British Columbia March, 2011, Available online at
http://www.env.gov.bc.ca/ecology/ecoregions/index.html, accessed 3 February 2012.
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prairie grasses, such as high bush cranberry, saskatoon berry, dogwood, soopolallie (buffaloberry), fireweed,
wheatgrass and needlegrass. Wildlife species in the area include moose, white-tailed and mule deer and
woodland caribou, and predators such as grey wolves, coyotes, lynx and black bears. Along the Peace River
tributaries live Arctic grayling, northern pike, walleye, yellow perch, and whitefish, while near its banks live
garter snakes, salamanders, toads and frogs. Common birds are grouse, water and shore-birds (e.g. grebes
and sandpipers), songbirds (e.g. warblers and grosbeaks), and birds of prey (e.g. broad-winged hawks and
bald eagles).
As the Highway approaches Fort Nelson, it dips into the Taiga Plains eco-region, a lowland plateau bisected
by the Liard River watershed and its tributaries, including the Fort Nelson and Petitot rivers. Much of the
area is forested with white and black spruce, and dotted with bogs, wetlands and rivers, home to small
amphibians and fish such as the Arctic grayling, northern pike, rainbow and bull trout, jackfish and whitefish.
Like the Boreal Plains to the south, the Taiga Plains are home to moose, black bear, and caribou, as well as
smaller mammals, such as the beaver, muskrat and meadow vole. Common birds include water birds like
sandpipers, grosbeaks and lesser yellowlegs, as well as grouse, warblers and other birds common in the
Boreal Plains eco-region to the south.
The northern- and westernmost British Columbia section of the Alaska Highway is part of the Northern
Boreal Mountain eco-region. This section touches several mountain ranges, as well as valleys and lowlands,
including many of the Highway’s iconic vistas. Vegetation in this area is less diverse than farther south, and
muskeg and black spruce dominate the area. The landscape also includes firs, pine, birch, balsam poplar and
willows, berry bushes such as cranberry, soopolallie, prickly rose, cloudberry, crowberry and lingonberry,
grasses like cottongrass and sedges, flowers like mountain-heathers, sweet gale and buckbean, as well as
mosses and lichens. Moose, caribou, black bears, grey wolves and lynx are still common in this area, which is
also home to Dall’s and Stone’s sheep, mountain goats, and, near the Yukon border, the endangered Wood
bison. Birds in the area include the Pacific golden plover, willow and rock ptarmigans, waterfowl like loons,
wandering tattler, Hudsonian godwit, Arctic tern, song birds like the Bohemian waxwing and northern
shrike, and birds of prey such as red-tailed hawk and gyrfalcon. Fish in the area include Chinook and chum
salmon, arctic grayling, lake, bull and cutthroat trout, Dolly Varden char and whitefish.
The Yukon section of the Alaska Highway is part of the Canadian cordilleran region, and the road passes
through high plateaus, river valleys, rolling hills and mountainous terrain. Most of the territory is dominated
by boreal forest. Black and white spruce, quaking aspen, lodgepole pine and balsam poplar are all common
throughout the region. Wildflowers and berry bushes are common as well, and flourish in the Yukon’s short,
hot summers. Wildlife species include caribou, moose, grizzly bears, black bears, wolves and Dall’s sheep, as
well as smaller mammals such as weasels, foxes and river otters. Birds in the region include eagles, falcons,
grouse and ptarmigan, and the territory’s official bird, the raven, is a common sight. The many glacier-fed
rivers are home to many varieties of salmon, as well as trout and arctic char.

Indigenous and Early Newcomer History
The archaeological record shows that people have occupied northeastern British Columbia and southern
Yukon for at least 11,000 years. Registered archaeological sites bearing traces of ancient human occupation
are found along and near the current route of the Highway at Charlie Lake and Pink Mountain, but the
location of these sites does not preclude the existence of numerous other sites that are yet to be surveyed
or investigated. Indigenous cultures flourished in the area, spread out and diversified. Many groups (Beaver,
Slavey, Kaska, Tutchone and Tanana) in the Alaska Highway Corridor are part of the Athapaska language
family, sharing many cultural practices while maintaining greater diversity in others. The origins and
languages of the Inland Tlingit and Tagish groups are unique, as discussed below.
Archaeologists trace the origins of the Athapaska group to Ice-Age hunters who crossed over the Bering
Strait around 9500 BCE. They first travelled south along an ice-free Corridor between the Rocky Mountains
and the Canadian Shield, before spreading south, east, west and back north. When the glaciers receded
around 6000 BCE, the climate moderated and the land was flooded with new lakes and streams. The
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creation stories of Indigenous peoples in northern British Columbia and southern Yukon often state that the
world began when covered in water. An origin myth from the Tagish and Tlingit peoples, as told by Angela
Sidney, recounts how Crow made the earth by stealing sand from Sea Lion, throwing the sand across the
22
ocean, and telling it to “be world!” In addition to providing an intellectual structure for understanding the
physical world, the creation stories “emphasize and confirm the peoples’ fundamental attachment to the
23
land”.
In present-day nomenclature, the Indigenous groups along the Corridor from Dawson Creek to the YukonAlaska border in rough geographical order are the Beaver, Slavey, Kaska, Tutchone and Tanana peoples.
They practiced hunting, trapping, fishing and plant harvesting, both before and after contact with EuroCanadians. Each group hunted a distinct combination of moose, caribou, bear, beaver, marmot, muskrat,
squirrel, freshwater fish and some birds. Traveling in kinship-based groups of approximately 30 individuals,
they followed a seasonal round that required an intimate knowledge of the terrain, weather and animals for
survival. Summers were busy, with families stockpiling food and wood for winter. To keep food fresh in
summer, some families buried it in muskeg. Winter housing usually consisted of log shelters, A-framed leantos housing two families. Moosehide-covered conical tents were used for housing in summer. Until trade
with Europeans and Americans was established, all tools and possessions were crafted from stone, bone,
antler, horn, wood bark, spruce roots, animal skin and sinew. Travel was largely done on foot, on water by
canoe, or by toboggan, dogsled and snowshoe in winter. Good hunting and fishing places, rather than
permanent villages, became the nuclei of travel rounds. Governance was straightforward because
separation from the group would almost certainly lead to death. Kinship groups (bands) had leaders, and
groups affiliated under the guidance of a chief.
The exceptions to the otherwise Athapaskan-dominant Indigenous groups of the Alaska Highway area are
the Inland Tlingit and the Tagish. The Inland Tlingit were ancestrally a break-off group of the Coastal Tlingit
that moved north from the Taku River and relied more heavily on fishing than other groups. Although
following Tlingit cultural practices, some Inland Tlingit people likely descended from Athapaskan groups. The
Tagish, generally occupying lands further inland and to the north, maintain a blend of Tlingit language and
Athapaskan culture.
Athapaskan and Tlingit groups felt the shockwaves of North American commercial fur trade decades before
the first recorded European, American or Canadian travelled through the area. The plains Cree expanded
their involvement in the fur trade by pushing into Athapaskan territory in the early- to mid-1700s with the
help of firearms acquired from traders. Conflicts between the Athapaskans and Crees and among
Athapaskans themselves shifted the boundaries of territories as each group sought access to the available
trading posts. The number of conflicts subsided once a larger network of trading posts moved further north
and west. The Peace River is named for the point on its banks where the Beaver and Cree peoples declared a
truce. In some First Nations today, Crees are wholly integrated as part of the nation along with Athapaskans.
The integration of Indigenous peoples into a production, trade-driven economy rather than subsistencebased economy, had a significant effect on life among the peoples of northeastern British Columbia.

Exploration and Fur Trade
th

The potential of riches from the fur trade initially sparked a number of expeditions in the late 18 century by
newcomers into territory that is now part of northern British Columbia and Alberta, and southern Northwest
Territories and Yukon. Peter Pond’s expedition (1778) through the Methye portage route, connecting the
Hudson Bay and Arctic Ocean drainage areas, opened up large sections of the north to Euro-Canadian
traders; the route has been called the third great route in opening access to Canada’s fur resources.

22

Angela Sidney in Ray, An Illustrated History of Canada’s Native People, 1.
Olive Patricia Dickason, Canada’s First Nations: A History of Founding Peoples from Earliest Times (Toronto: McClelland
and Stewart, 1992), 21.
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Alexander Mackenzie also explored the area, trying to find a portage route from the Hudson Bay to the
Pacific Ocean. In 1792, he headed an expedition toward coastal British Columbia through the Peace region.
North-West Company forts and trading posts, such as Fort St. John (1798), Fort Nelson (1805) and Fort Liard
(c.1807), were established on the heels of these expeditions. Athapaskan groups also traded with English
and Russian traders through the Interior and Coastal Tlingit; these goods worked their way inland as far as
the Sekani of the Peace region. As the Hudson’s Bay Company encroached into northeastern British
Columbia, intense competition between it and the NWC benefited the Athapaskan traders with more posts
and easy trade credit; it also cut out the Cree and Coastal Tlingit’s former influence as trade middlemen. By
the 1820s, however, once the HBC had secured its trade monopoly, it mitigated any advantage formerly held
by the Athapaskans. The trading posts opened the way for missionaries, who filtered into the region through
th
th
trade routes beginning in the early 19 century; by the turn of the 20 century, most of the Athapaskan
peoples in the Alaska Highway area were at least nominally converted to Christianity, largely Catholicism or
Anglicanism. More tangibly, the fur trade gave people access to metal tools and implements, foodstuffs like
flour, tea and sugar, and horses, which made a significant difference to daily life. Annual hunting cycles
increasingly revolved around trapping and trading near the forts. Trade became a contentious and at times
violent issue, although historical records generally cover killings of newcomers, not Indigenous peoples.
Traders and others were killed at Fort Nelson in 1813, likely by Slaveys, and in Fort St. John in 1823 by
individuals form the Beaver nation. The former dispute occurred over the lack of needed supplies, and the
latter when the HBC threatened to move the fort to Sekani territory.

Klondike Gold Rush
The Klondike Gold Rush of 1897-99, although not the sustained force of change that the fur trade
represented, still had a significant impact on the lives of Indigenous peoples in northern British Columbia
and Yukon. The area had been noted for its rich mineral deposits since the 1770s, and this was confirmed by
Alexander Mackenzie’s expedition to the area in 1789. Gold seekers had passed through Kaska territory
since the 1870s. The Tlingit controlled the Chilkoot Pass, a main route into the gold fields. Accustomed to
holding a firm trading monopoly, they strove first to limit and then to profit from the increasing traffic
through the Pass. According to stories recounted by Pierre Berton, by the time of the gold rush they were
charging a fee of a dollar a pound to transport travellers’ packs across the Pass. The gold rush, started by a
party of Tagish people and a White prospector, inundated the region with tens of thousands of prospectors
24
and hangers-on, most of them American. Although many miners travelled to the gold fields by boat, some
chose an overland route via Fort St. John and Fort Nelson, roughly along the route of the Alaska Highway.
Some Indigenous peoples profited from the gold rush, including the original Tagish prospectors and those
who provided services, including packing and other transport, to prospective miners. Others were less
happy: many Indigenous peoples’ dogs, horses and trap lines were destroyed by careless or disrespectful
miners. By this time, under the influence of the fur trade and the gold rush, Indigenous communities had
established permanent or seasonal villages along river routes, and many Indigenous men gained
employment as labourers on boats or in dockyards, or in supplying barges with wood. The role of Indigenous
women in a landscape suddenly crowded with White men has not been studied in great detail. The gold rush
fever ended as quickly as it began, but it permanently confirmed the potential of the area as a route to the
north and provided the impetus for structural changes in the relationship between the government and
Indigenous peoples.

Treaty Eight
th

The events of the late 19 century in the area, especially the gold rush, provided an impetus toward treaty
negotiations. During the early fur trade period, the HBC had provided health services and other social
services to the Indigenous traders at the trade posts, and “its dealings . . . were generally marked by a sense
24

Heath Twichell, Northwest Epic: The Building of the Alaska Highway (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1992), 8.
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25

of trusteeship and strict integrity.” Once the lands in the Northwest were formally transferred to the
Dominion of Canada in 1870, the HBC stopped providing these social services and Indigenous people and
missionaries began to petition the federal government to enter negotiations for treaty to provide the
needed social security. The government, however, felt under no obligation to consider opening treaty
negotiations until the land was needed for settlement or for economic mineral exploitation. The
government used various terms to describe its resistance to treaty making, including a concern that
Indigenous people would become “dependent”. This concern “did not take into account the deep
26
psychological satisfaction of living off the land, despite the hardships and difficulties.” Into the 1880s and
90s the government held the same position, in spite of evidence of famine, growing public and politic
support in favour of treaty and an increasing number of mineral discoveries.
Once the North-West Mounted Police were established in the Yukon in 1894, it, too, called for government
services and treaty negotiations, against the expressed wishes of the government. It noted that the number
of miners and settlers in the area were materially and negatively impacting the Indigenous economy and
culture, especially concerning trap lines and hunting. It was not until the gold rush began in earnest,
however, that the government was convinced that a treaty in Canada’s north and north-west was needed
for sovereignty protection and for economic development. In 1898, when 500 people from around Fort St.
John declared they would not let miners or police through their territory until there was a promise of treaty,
the government agreed that it was time. North-eastern BC was expressly included in the treaty boundaries
because it was on the route to the Klondike.
The areas first negotiated under what would become Treaty Eight, however, were fairly limited, due to
delays in the initial commission. First to sign were the people around Fort Vermilion and Dunvegan, Alberta,
in 1899, and around Fort St. John in 1900. People from Prophet River and Fort Nelson areas did not sign until
1910; Slavey signed in groups between 1911 and 1922. Reserves were established in Fort St. John in 1911,
but not in Prophet River and Fort Nelson until the 1960s.
The government and the Indigenous peoples involved in negotiating Treaty Eight had very different
perceptions, expectations and priorities for the Treaty. For First Nations people, recently overwhelmed with
the gold rush miners and damage to hunting areas and trap lines, the right to hunt, fish and trap without
external disturbance was paramount, as it would secure their ability to make their own livelihoods.
However, these concerns were hardly mentioned in the actual treaty. Far more prominent are the
government’s priorities, the ceding and extinguishing of native rights to the lands. What people believed to
be guaranteed rights to hunt, the government may have seen as mere temporary and conditional privileges.
There is little evidence that this is how the Indigenous people regarded the treaty. The concept of land
ownership as codified in the British legal system was not familiar to many First Nations people, and was
difficult to convey; in consequence, there were diverse opinions about what the treaty had meant among
Indigenous people: some believed that they no longer owned the land, some believed they had agreed to
share the land and resources with other Canadians, and some believed the treaty only covered use of the
land because no large amounts of money had changed hands. A similar disconnect in views concerned the
registration of trap lines. The government registered trap lines to control and limit land use; Indigenous
people saw the registration as further government recognition of native land rights. Because of these issues,
th
the terms of Treaty Eight were still in dispute well into the latter part of the 20 century. A lack of a
consistent vision on the part of the two sides, however, did not stop the treaty from taking effect. The treaty
opened the way for development from the south, including, prominently, the construction of the Alaska
Highway.

25
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The Construction of the Highway
Canada’s Northwest in the Early Twentieth Century
Coming into the first decades of the twentieth century, the Canadian Northwest was still a sparsely
populated region with an unstable economic base. While a stretch of prairie land running northwest from
Edmonton into northern British Columbia known as the Peace River country attracted some settlers in the
1930s, there was little development north of the area. The population of the Yukon, which had reached as
high as 40,000 when it was established as a Territory in 1898 during the Klondike Gold Rush, had decreased
to 4,000 by 1921. With the end of the Gold Rush, much of the territory’s infrastructure passed into the
hands of the British Yukon Navigation Company (BYNC) which, much like the Hudson’s Bay Company in
northern British Columbia and Northwest Territories, now held a virtual monopoly over regional
transportation. Trails once swarming with gold seekers were once again populated primarily with traders
and trappers. Sporadic bursts of interest in the region, generally spurred by oil or mineral discoveries in the
Northwest Territories during the 1920s and 1930s, were short lived. Northwestern Canada was in a period of
decline. Compounded by the economic stagnation caused by the Depression, there was a lack of interest on
behalf of the Canadian Government to invest in the region.
K. S. Coates and W. R. Morrison, in their book The Alaska Highway in World War II: The U. S. Army of
Occupation in Canada’s Northwest described the region’s economic structure as being dictated by its social
structure:
The agrarian areas – north-central Alberta and the Peace River Countrymirrored the Canadian rural norm of widely dispersed farmhouses,
carefully spaced villages with a small number of stores and services, and a
few larger regional centers, such as Grande Prairie and Dawson Creek.
Native people dominated much of the northern rim of the provinces and
the Mackenzie and Yukon River basins. In these fur-trading districts with
a small number of non-Natives (usually traders, missionaries, and police
officers, along with a few non-Native trappers), Native people continued
their mobile way of life and their reliance on trapping and hunting. …The
major territorial settlements remained non-Native enclaves. Few Natives
found their way into the mining camps, most of which were run by
engineers from the South and staffed by workers imported from
27
‘outside.’
During the early twentieth century, the farming centers in northern British Columbia grew slowly, although
the Peace Block became an important destination for new Canadian farmers. The few resource-based towns
in the Yukon were subject to the rhythm of the seasons.
The lack of reliable transportation connections with the rest of Canada added to the isolation of the
Northwest. It was as difficult to get around the region as it was to get into and out of it. The Hudson’s Bay
Company and BYNC dominated river travel. While the White Pass and Yukon Railway connected Whitehorse
with the pacific via Skagway, Alaska, and the Northern Alberta Railway (NAR) reached as far as Dawson
Creek by 1931, there were few roads and wagon trails in the region and no reliable transportation
connecting the two railroads.
Northwestern Canada did benefit from developments in air travel during the 1920s and 1930s. However,
without proper radio communication facilities, regular weather reports, or in many cases proper landing
fields during much of the interwar years, development was slow and air travel often unreliable. Intrepid
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bush pilots, like W. R. ‘Wop’ May, C. H. ‘Punch’ Dickens and Grant McConachie became pioneers of the
northern air routes, flying small-scale developers and prospectors throughout area. In 1935, the Civil
Aviation Branch in Canada’s Department of Transport began surveying possible airfield sites in an attempt to
develop a ‘great circle’ aviation route that would stretch across North America to Asia. The studies proposed
that the location of the airfields be based on the small landing fields already in use by the bush pilots. In
1939 the Department of Transport began a program aimed at improving their safety and capacity and initial
work went into the installation of better navigational aids and planning for larger airfields at Fort Nelson and
Watson Lake. Despite interest in the project, progress was slow and the survey parties were still in the field
when war broke out in 1939. Consideration was given to ending the program, but it was decided that,
should the United States enter the war, the airfields would prove to have strategic value. The work of the
Department of Transport continued into the early years of the Second World War.
In spite of the hindrances to transportation and economic development, the exploits of individuals like
Vilhjalmur Stefansson helped to keep the public, if not the government, interested in the subject of arctic
travel and the mysteries and adventures of the North. During his expeditions in northern Canadian between
1906 and 1912, Stefansson developed a deep respect for the Inuit people and culture and proposed that
arctic travelers could best survive by adopting Inuit diet, clothing and hunting methods. In order to
demonstrate his point, between 1913 and 1918, Stefansson and a small group of companions explored and
mapped over 259,000 square kilometers of previously unknown Canadian north. Upon his return,
Stefansson argued that the north had potential to become the next strategic and economic center of the
world. Referencing vast underground deposits of oil and minerals, Stefansson argued that the north was
“not an inhospitable wasteland but rather a potentially pleasant place for men and women to live and
28
work.” Unfortunately Stefansson had many detractors in the scientific and academic communities who
chose to focus on his shortcomings as an administrator and planner rather than what they deemed to be
‘incredulous claims’. Regardless, the public loved his stories and the small but present tourism industry
continued to provide minor, seasonal boosts to the sagging economy of the region.

For Want of a Road
The Alaska Highway was not the first attempt to build a road connecting the Yukon with southern Canada.
The first serious attempt was in 1897 when Commissioner L. W. Herchmer of the Northwest Mounted Police
(NWMP) appointed Inspector J. D. Moodie the task of finding an overland route to the Yukon via Edmonton.
In 1895, with the onset of the Klondike Gold Rush, a couple of early gold seekers had tried to reach Dawson
City by traveling overland through the Canadian mid-west. Few succeeded and Ottawa, in anticipation of the
influx of gold seekers, looked to the NWMP to find a wagon route that was cost effective to construct to
connect the regions. Moodie was also to report on the need for bridges and ferries, and appropriate fueling
and supply stops. Hindered by poor weather, poor planning and the lack of proper supplies, Moodie did not
complete his trip until October 1898 when the rush had almost ended. In his report, Moodie pointed out
that the route would be very difficult to build, and with the existing connections via the coast through
Alaska, there was no immediate need. Another attempt was made by the RCMP in 1905, but this was
abandoned after two years.
Serious interest was again expressed in 1929. Two International Highway Associations were formed that
year, the first in Fairbanks, Alaska, and the second in Dawson City, Yukon, with the purpose of generating
public interest in a highway and then advocating for its construction. At the same time, the British Columbia
Government also began making inquiries into the feasibility of constructing a road connecting the province
with the Yukon. Interest spread and in April 1929 the Legislature of Alaska petitioned the U. S. Congress to
initiate discussions with Canada regarding the construction of a highway. By May 1930, Congress passed a
bill calling for the designation of
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’three special commissioners to cooperate with representatives of the
Dominion of Canada in a study regarding the construction of a highway to
connect the northwestern part of the United States with British
Columbia, Yukon Territory, and Alaska, with a view to ascertaining
29
whether such a highway is feasible and economically practicable.’
A similar delegation was appointed in Canada, and between 1930 and 1933 meetings were held between
the two groups while both collected data and explored possible routes. In May 1933, the American
Commissioners submitted a report to President Roosevelt who passed it along to Congress recommending
that communication channels be opened with Canada in an effort to confirm whether or not Canada would
be willing to work together on the construction of a highway. Despite initial progress, initiative faded with
the onset of the Depression. It would not be resumed until May 1938 when a new commission, the Alaska
International Highway Commission, was appointed in the U. S. to again work with Canada in studying and
surveying a potential route for a highway. However, with little funds and Canada’s delay in appointing its
commission, work would not get underway until 1939.
The Commissions backed two routes for the proposed highway. The first, Route A (the coastal route), would
run east of the coast mountain range, entering the Yukon near Whitehorse, then up through Dawson City
and on to Fairbanks, Alaska. Alaskans preferred this route as it held out the possibility for a feeder route
from the territorial capital of Juneau. The second route, Route B (the interior route), would start in Prince
George and go north through the Tintina Trench through the Rocky Mountains, bypassing Whitehorse on its
way to Dawson City and, again, on to Fairbanks, Alaska. Route B was preferred by the Canadian Commission
as it better served the needs of northern British Columbia and the Yukon Territory. Around the same time,
the US-Canada-Alaska Prairie Highway Association proposed a third route. Headed by Halvor L. Halvorson, a
prominent lawyer from North Dakota, the group represented developers and promoters who had fond
memories of the wealth that had flowed through their communities during the gold rush. The proposed
third route, Route C, would run from Fort St. John north to Fort Nelson, and then northwesterly through
Watson Lake, Francis Lake, Old Fort Selkirk and Dawson City to Fairbanks, via Big Delta, Alaska. The
Commissions met again in January 1940 to discuss the three routes, but were unable to agree and called for
further survey work to be undertaken by the Canadian Commission.
By this time Canada was at war and Canadian officials felt that “’the political situation was such that the
Government could not agree to any further projects of a public works nature unless their strategic need as
30
war measures were previously admitted.’” The threat of war in the Pacific in the summer of 1940
compelled both the Canadians and Americans to reevaluate their defence plans. In August of 1940, the
Permanent Joint Board on Defence (PJBD) was formed by President Roosevelt and Prime Minister Mackenzie
King with the purpose of considering the defence of western North America and tasked with commencing
31
immediate studies related to “’sea, land and air problems.’” For the Americans, the defence of Alaska and
the need to reinforce their military presence was now forefront on their minds.
In light of this, Vilhjalmur Stefansson proposed a fourth route (Route D) that would run north from
Edmonton to Norman Wells, NWT, and then turn west to Fairbanks, Alaska. Stefansson’s proposal was based
on strategy. Despite his issues with the academic community, Stefansson had served as a consultant for
various United States government organizations during the interwar years, drafting guidebooks and advising
on soil conditions in Alaska. He argued that the route for the proposed highway should follow the
Mackenzie-Yukon river network and that, by using river barges in the summer and tractor-drawn sledges in
the winter, the U. S. Army could quickly and easily transport large amounts of cargo to Alaska. While U. S.
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Army Chief of Staff General George C. Marshall showed interest in the potential of the route for developing
and promoting the expansion of the oil fields already in operation at Norman Wells, the U. S. Army remained
skeptical about the need for the highway. Interest in building the highway again moved to the background.
Instead, focus turned towards the development of an air route.

The Second World War, the NWSR, and Re-Evaluation
The Tenth Recommendation of the PJBD, dated November 1940, called for the construction of a Northwest
Staging Route (NWSR), a series of airfields stretching from Edmonton, Alberta, through northern British
Columbia and the Yukon, to Alaska. The NWSR would be based on the ongoing work of the Canadian
Department of Transport. The recommendation called for the upgrading of existing airfields as well as the
construction of supplementary landing fields where required. Work commenced in early 1941 and was
funded by Ottawa and undertaken by Canadian contractors. By September 1941, the NWSR was usable in
daylight and good weather.
With the construction of the NWSR underway, the U. S. War Department no longer saw the necessity for a
highway. The strategic areas of Alaska lay on the panhandle, south coast and Aleutian Islands and were
accessible by ocean transport and air. However, the attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941 completely
re-altered this position. With the threat now posed by the Japanese, the Americans became increasingly
insistent on the development of a safe overland route from the southern states to Alaska. Ottawa, while still
skeptical, could find no good reason to oppose the request and the issue of constructing a highway was once
again raised with fervor in February 1941. Canada insisted that the road be paid for entirely by the United
States, with the sections on Canadian soil to be turned over to Canada six months after the end of the war.
Canada, in turn, would provide the right-of-way, waive import duties and other taxes, offer special
arrangements for incoming American workers and permit the free use of timber and gravel where required.
With the provisional decision now made to construct the highway, a decision on the route was needed. Each
of the four proposed routes had their own advantages and disadvantages. While Route A was one of the
shortest, it was felt that its proximity to the coast would leave it vulnerable to attack. Concern was raised
over Route B’s proximity to the mountains and the hazards posed by the potential spring runoff. In addition,
the U. S. War Department felt that the greatest disadvantage for Route A and B was that they did not run
through Whitehorse, which would provide a connection to the White Pass and Yukon Railway. It was felt
that the railroad would aid in the construction of the highway as well as provide an additional supply link
along the route. Route C was riddled with high passes and also did not pass through Whitehorse, and Route
D had essentially the same disadvantages as Route C. Most notably, none of the proposed routes directly
paralleled the NWSR, and having recently lost almost one third of its overland flight to Alaska, the Americans
recognized the need for further improvement of the airfields and navigational aids. In January 1942, a U. S.
committee met with the War Plans Division of the General Staff and concluded that the highway should link
the airfields of the NWSR while providing an auxiliary supply route to Alaska. The notion of building this
dual-purpose supply line became the unofficial fifth proposed route. The Chief of Staff and U. S. President
approved the project on February 11, 1942. The decided upon route would follow the first part of Route C
and then connect with Whitehorse where it would then follow the later part of Route A to Alaska, combining
32
the benefits and eliminating the serious drawbacks of the original proposals.
Brigadier General William Hoge, the first Commander of the U. S. Army Corps of Engineers, was assigned the
33
task of planning the specifics for the route. By the spring of 1942, Hoge had decided on a rough route that
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followed existing wagon trails from Dawson Creek through Fort St. John and on to Fort Nelson, and from
Whitehorse to Burwash Landing in the Yukon. The road was divided into six sections: Dawson Creek to Fort
Nelson; Fort Nelson to Lower Post; Lower Post to Teslin; Teslin to Whitehorse; Whitehorse to the
international boundary; and the international boundary to Fairbanks. Hoge would command from the
project’s headquarters in Whitehorse, which also became the centre for the Northwest Service Command,
the operations hub of the project. Hoge was also in charge of the sections north of Lower Post. Col. James
“Patsy” O’Conner commanded the southern sections from Fort St. John. Hoge would rely on Les Cook, a
well-known bush pilot in the region, to find suitable passes over the mountains and uncharted areas. Plans
called for a pioneer road to be completed “‘at the earliest possible date to a standard sufficient only for the
34
supply of the troops engaged on the work.’” While this was underway, the Public Roads Administration
(PRA) would undertake the surveying and construction of a civilian grade highway following the route of the
pioneer road to be completed by 1943. Ottawa agreed to this plan on March 18, 1942, and with the planning
decisions made, the U. S. Army swung into action. Two survey battalions followed by construction crews
were immediately sent to work south from Whitehorse and north from Fort St. John. At the same time,
crews would work north from Fort Nelson. The construction of the Alaska Highway had finally begun and the
spotlight was shining on the Canadian Northwest. As Ken Coates points out, “seldom has a project of this
35
magnitude been undertaken with such haste and so little planning.”

The Construction of the Alaska Highway
The U. S. Army began construction of the Alaska Highway in March 1942. In a matter of weeks, seven
regiments of American engineers (approximately 11,000 men), 16,000 civilians from Canada and the U. S.,
and thousands of pieces of equipment arrived in Canada’s northwest to undertake one of the most
tremendous engineering achievements in the world. By October 1942, a 2,451 km rough ‘pioneer’ road
beginning at the NAR railhead in Dawson Creek and ending in Fairbanks, Alaska, was passable and in use for
supply purposes. It was purposefully rough in order to ensure timely completion: as stated to the House of
Representatives, “progressive steps were taken by the War Department to restrict improvements and
36
reduce construction standards whenever feasible.” During the following months it was further developed
into a two-lane road and officially opened November 20, 1942, with a ceremony at Historic Mile 1061 known
as ‘Soldiers Summit’. Initially, the project was referred to as the Alcan Highway, but on 19 July 1943, Canada
and the United States exchanged diplomatic notes formally naming it the Alaska Highway.
The U. S. Army’s road was more of a bulldozed trail and was never meant to be more than a rough draft of
the final road. Responsibility for the construction of the final road fell to the PRA and was undertaken by five
main contractors who were responsible for an additional seventy-nine companies, including sixteen
Canadian and sixty-three American firms. The PRA set up bush camps at 16- to 25-km intervals and set to
work, which lasted into November 1943. However, as the war continued and the enemy threat slowly
subsided, so too did the standards to which the PRA was to construct the final highway. Despite being
rushed by the Army to make the November 1st deadline, the PRA essentially rebuilt the 1942 army road,
resurfacing the road, realigning sections and replacing wooden bridges with steel. Both the original pioneer
road construction and the PRA work disturbed patches of muskeg, and many of the original stretches of
highway today still have an under-layer of spruce or poplar corduroy to prevent muskeg sinkholes. In some
sections, the new road following an amended route rather than the original army route, shortening the
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highway by approximately 153 km. With the exception of a few unfinished bridges the completed PRA road,
37
now running approximately 2,298.2 km was turned back over to the U. S. Army on November 1, 1943. It
was officially named the Alaska Highway in July of 1943. Maintenance of the Alaska Highway fell to the U. S.
Army for the duration of the war. The completed Alaska Highway included 133 bridges, five summits
between 975 m to 1,280 m and permitted speeds from 65 to 80 km an hour.
Construction of the Alaska Highway initiated a wide array of related projects that spanned over 2.5 million
square km of northwestern Canada and Alaska. In addition to the NWSR, which the highway had been
designed to support, the region also saw the construction of an oilfield, refinery and pipeline system
(CANOL), although this project was eventually abandoned. It also saw an extensive network of telephone
lines and temporary landing strips. In addition to the Canol Road, a route linking the Alaska Highway with
the port at Haines, Alaska, was also constructed, which led to the creation of a settlement at Haines
Junction, Yukon. The road, airway and oil projects resulted in a massive population boom in the Canadian
northwest for a short time. Various ancillary, public health and recreation facilities were constructed within
the communities located along the Highway’s route in order to support the massive influx of troops and
construction workers. In 1942, Dawson Creek, the end point for the railroad, experienced a massive jump in
38
its population from around 850 to almost 5,000 overnight. However, with the construction winding down
and the end of the war, many of the soldiers and construction workers left the region.
As previously decided, Canada took over its sections of the Alaska Highway six months after the end of the
war on April 1, 1946. The Yukon Government lacked the resources to maintain the road, let alone improve it,
and the British Columbia Government had little desire to assume responsibility either. Responsibility for
maintaining the Highway therefore fell to the Canadian Army, and in turn the Northwest Highway System
(NWHS) wing of Royal Canadian Engineers. The RCE, it was believed, could maintain road improvements
while also using the highway as a means of peacetime training for gaining experience in connection with
39
large scale engineering works. The Americans had left it below the standards required for civilian traffic,
since it had only meant to be used for the duration of the war, and much work was required. By this time
the Alaska Highway was 1,963 km long but essentially the same road it had been in 1943 with the exception
that the log bridges were now even closer to collapsing. With the transfer of the Highway to the military
rather than the local governments, strict restrictions on travel were put in place over the following years.
Travelers had to obtain permits to use the highway and were required to take a long list of supplies and
equipment with them. While many of the checks were lifted in 1948, the continuing strict code of travel
requirements scared off many travelers through the 1960s. This was compounded by the rough condition of
the highway in the immediate post-war years. With no real military reason for assuming responsibility, and
little financial support from Ottawa, the process of rebuilding the bridges and upgrading the highway was
slow. However, by 1964, when the Alaska Highway was transferred to the Canadian Department of Public
Works, the NWHS had built more than 100 new bridges.
Despite the delays in upgrading and the travel restrictions in place under the NWHS, the public remained
interested in the Alaska Highway. For those who were adventurous enough, the highway offered an
opportunity to experience the isolation, vast wilderness and beauty of the north. Fueled by the “curious mix
of regional boosterism, adventurism, southern fascination with the North, and frontierism”, tourism slowly
began to expand during the post-war years.
The building of the Alaska Highway has many comparisons. American and Canadian governments had
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cooperated on international infrastructure projects in this period, including the construction of international
bridges such as the Rainbow Bridge in Niagara Falls (1941) and the Blue Water Bridge between Sarnia and
Port Huron (1938). The construction conditions experienced in northern British Columbia, Yukon and Alaska
40
were rare at that time, however. The Highway, although the first to reach Alaska through Canada, was
preceded within the state by the Richardson and Steese Highways. Both Canada and the United States
would complete major northern Highway projects in the decades after the completion of the Alaska
Highway: in Canada, the Mackenzie (1957) and Dempster (1979) Highways, as well as the Trans-Canada
Highway further south (1962), and in Alaska the Elliott (1959) and Taylor (1953) Highways.

The Impacts of the Alaska Highway in the Immediate Post-War Years
In 1942, the Hon. James A. MacKinnon, Minister of Trade and Commerce for the Canadian government, said
of the Alaska Highway:
‘The new road known as the Alaska Highway, now being constructed
through Canadian territory … opens tremendous possibilities of
usefulness; not only in wartime but in peacetime as well.
This project undoubtedly will stimulate to a very great extent the
development of adjacent natural resources in the spheres of mining,
lumbering, fishing and oil production. After the war, this road is bound to
prove a magnet to tourists, making access to the most scenic portions of
North America as well as to one of the world’s most attractive big-game
41
hunting areas.’
When the U. S. Army left in 1946, it left a rough, winding road that connected a few small communities.
Regardless, the monopoly previously held by the BYNC and Hudson’s Bay Company over transportation in
42
Canada’s northwest had ended. As the Alaskan historian Clause M. Naske wrote: “Having missed the last
boat outside and not having plane fare no longer meant spending the winter in the North. Now it would be
43
possible to drive south.” In addition, where communications had once relied on a single antiquated
telegraph line, the Alaska Highway had brought with it a modern telephone system. Cantel established one
of the world’s largest open-wire toll circuits along the Highway, opening an extensive network over 22,530
km long with nearly 100,000 telephone poles. Over the following years, as technology developed,
microwave towers replaced the telephone lines. The Highway itself, as well as the major airfields and
connecting roads also underwent further improvements.
The Alaska Highway improved transportation between the communities and boosted communication with
44
the outside world allowing, as Rob Ingram argues, for a “greater flow of ideas and goods from the south.”
The Highway itself was a significant feat of engineering and was recognized as an International Historic
Engineering Landmark by the American Society of Civil Engineers and Canadian Society for Civil Engineering
in 1996. Built twice as fast as originally expected, the benefits gained from the construction of the Highway
enabled further efforts to open the vast northern wilderness and provided opportunities to refine cold
region engineering and roadway construction techniques. While under the control of the Canadian Army,
the Highway made possible various opportunities for military cold weather testing. Further, by opening up
the Canadian north, the Alaska Highway enabled resource and industry development in the region. Places
like Taylor, Fort Nelson and Fort St. John, originally boosted by their placement along the Alaska Highway
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and, in respect to Fort St. John and Fort Nelson, the NWSR, would again benefit from the discovery of
natural gas fields and oil in the post-war years.
In light of the development and in order to preserve and protect some of the Northwest’s diverse
landscapes, provincial parks and recreation areas were established along the Alaska Highway. The 1944
establishment of the Liard River Reserve evolved into three provincial parks – Liard River Hotsprings,
Muncho Lake and Stone Mountain – and Kluane National Park Reserve was established in 1972.
The Alaska Highway also affected settlement patterns in the region. Prior to its construction, northern
British Columbia and the Yukon were sparsely populated and the majority of the Alaskan population lived in
coastal communities. In northern British Columbia and the Yukon, communities sprang up in response to the
road and the services and opportunities it offered. For many, the Alaska Highway would become their ‘main
street’. As the headway for the Alaska Highway, Dawson Creek is a prime example of a community
transformed from a small prairie town to a regional centre. The pattern of life in the Yukon was also altered
by the highway’s construction. Socially, the Yukon reoriented itself to the road, and new communities
developed in order to service the highway and can be said to owe their existence to the highway.
Whitehorse’s status as a capital and metropolitan city is due in large part to its role in the Alaska Highway
project, and the incorporation of the Northwest Service Command Headquarters in the city shifted the
orientation and centre of the town. The Alaska Highway also impacted the layout and future development of
some communities. Since its original founding in 1805, Fort Nelson has grown and developed in various
locations. However, with the influx of workers and soldiers associated with the NWSR and Alaska Highway
between 1941 and 1945, Fort Nelson was moved from its historic riverside site to its fifth and current
location.
While large numbers of soldiers and civilian contractors left with the completion of construction and the end
of the Second World War, the infrastructure left in the wake of such a massive population boom remained.
While many of the facilities were not intended to be of long term value or need, and so were makeshift and
temporary in nature, many were salvaged and/or moved from their original location to suit various needs.
While debate continues on the advantages of the facilities that remained, it’s clear that there was a
substantial “built legacy” left behind for the local population. Rob Ingram points out that in Whitehorse
alone,
bars, restaurants and two theatres opened in response to demand. In 1941,
Whitehorse had three restaurants, in 1943 it had 10. More rooms were
added to the school and the hospital and the Americans built a small
medical facility of their own. All this was in addition to the highway
construction and maintenance facilities and equipment that were either
45
given, purchased or scavenged after the Americans left.
The buildings left behind provided opportunities for entrepreneurs and, with salvage rights secured, many of
them were developed into facilities for travelers in the post-war years. The Canadian Government and the
Canadian Army welcomed this development as it reduced the need on the army crews and camps. While
progress was slow, and many closed as road conditions improved and fewer maintenance camps were
needed, others would become landmarks for travelers and locals alike, some of which are still popular along
the Alaska Highway today. The Highway and the associated infrastructure left behind would also have an
impact on the social life of the communities located along it. Local civilians inherited the baseball diamonds
and sports facilities along with the social and health care facilities built and left behind by the Americans.
Even with the roughness of the road, and the restrictions put in place by the military, the tourism industry
also gradually grew. Tourist traffic increased from 18,600 in 1948 to almost 50,000 three years later; today
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the Alaska Highway sees over 300,000 visitors annually.

46

The Impacts of the Alaska Highway on Indigenous People
The construction of the Alaska Highway had a major, although geographically varied, impact on the lives of
Indigenous people in the region. While the fur trade and the Klondike gold rush broke the “isolation that had
been a protective shield for so long for the North” and were catalysts for bringing the area into treaty
negotiations, they were compatible with traditional economies and continued the key role of Indigenous
47
people in facilitating transactions and travel. It was the construction of the Highway as a powerful means
of communication and transportation that ended the relative isolation of the territory. However, Indigenous
men were only marginally involved in the construction itself. They generally worked as guides, labourers or
slashing brush ahead of the crews. The guides “were invaluable, because they knew the country best. They
48
determined much of the actual ground route the pioneer road took.” As Kenneth Coates points out,
however, “the natives’ response to the alleged opportunities” provided by the construction of the Highway
49
was “far from unbridled enthusiasm”. This low involvement was probably a combination of lack of
opportunity, uncertainty about how to approach crew s for work, and the complication of working in
summer while also preparing food supplies for winter. Women also entered the cash economy, taking in
laundry for soldiers, making and selling clothing, or working in restaurants and hotels along the Highway.
The story of the short-term and long-term impacts is more complex because non-Highway factors were
influential on the pace and direction of economic, cultural and social changes. It is recognized, however, that
the Highway pulled people toward major and developing urban centres for work. This led to the
abandonment of their homes in the small river-based communities such as Upper and Lower Labarge, Big
Salmon, Little Salmon and Fort Selkirk, which were left without a livelihood once river barges were replaced
by Highway-based transport. Soldiers using wildlife as target practice, and an increased demand for meat for
construction crews and cities, depleted much of the big game for Indigenous hunters, while increased traffic
50
in the area scared many animals away. After construction was over, the cash economy contracted, leaving
many families without money to buy fuel or parts for newly acquired vehicles. With the end of construction,
51
many families “were less clear about their economic futures than ever before” , in spite of promises that
construction would provide economic development to replace a largely subsistence economy.
The Alaska Highway also increased the exposure of Indigenous people to infectious diseases, such as
measles, influenza, dysentery, whooping cough, mumps and meningitis, with devastating consequences to
the population. Infants and children were especially vulnerable, with infant and child mortality rates rising
52
dramatically during the construction years. Tuberculosis soon became endemic among communities in the
Yukon and likely northern British Columbia as well. However, with these detriments came benefits to
livelihoods for Indigenous people. Medical aid was available, but only in large urban centres, further
influencing urban migration. The Highway gave the federal and provincial governments easier access to the
north at the same time that new social programs, such as social security benefits, were being introduced
and education was becoming a stronger priority. Oil and gas industries also increased their presence in the
north; some Indigenous people made a profit selling access to their trap line land to industries; others
protested the industries’ carelessness and environmental harm. The Alaska Highway also increased police
presence in the communities, although RCMP detachments had been established in some of the
th
communities in the early 20 century. The Highway affected language as well: by the late 1940s,
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ethnographic work done among the Kaska of northern British Columbia could be conducted in English, and
by the 1980s, there were serious concerns about the Indigenous languages being totally replaced by
53
English. The Highway continues to impact lives of Indigenous people today.
The Alaska Highway served to connect communities and provide an essential transportation link across
northwestern Canada. It opened the region for tourism, development and resource extraction and is a
destination in its own right. The impacts of the Highway, both positive and negative, have had a lasting
effect on Canada’s northwest.
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