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Introduction to the 
Division of Cultural Resources 

The Alaska Region is one of the five "Super Regions" of the National Park Service. 
Therefore, the Division of Cultural Resources serves both the parks and the broader 
mission of the National Register Programs. In contrast to other regions, these two 
primary functions are carried out and integrated within the organizational framework 
of a single division and its component branches. Here, the "in-park" and "external" 
programs operate in a mutually supportive manner and give strength to one 
another. For instance, the Archeological Assistance Program's public education 
campaign on archeological looting helps to alleviate threats to archeological sites 
within the parks; similarly, in-park inventory and evaluation studies can result in 
new landmark documentation of direct value to the National Historic Landmark 
Program. Moreover, in a state where Federal land-owning agencies are frequently 
viewed with suspicion, the delivery of technical preservation assistance to local 
communities through the auspices of the National Register Programs can enhance 
the overall public image of the National Park Service among Alaskans. 

At present, the Division consists of five branches: the Branch of Archeology, the 
Branch of Curatorial Services, the Branch of Historical Architecture, and the Branch 
of History. Each branch is headed by a senior cultural professional for the discipline 
represented by the branch. In fiscal year 1992, the newest branch, the Branch of 
Cultural Anthropology, was added to serve the ethnographic programs of the 
National Park Service. Funding provided by the Alaska Region Science Initiative 
made the creation of this new branch possible, and the science initiative has been 
used to place Cultural Resource Management Specialists in the parks. Thus far. 
Cultural Resource Management Specialist positions have been filled for Klondike 
Gold Rush, Northwest Areas, Katmai/Aniakchak, Sitka, and Wrangell-St. Elias. We 
hope to see more such positions going to the parks in the near future, but we do 
not expect their presence to reduce the need for a strong core of in-depth 
professional expertise resident within the Regional Office. Based on the experience 
of other regions the workload taken on by the Cultural Resource Management 
Specialists will be balanced by their park-based advocacy for additional work to be 
carried out by the Regional Office. Consequently, the growth of Cultural programs 
in the parks will not necessarily result in a reduced staff at the regional level; 
instead, it will result in better resource management and programs that are more 
sensitive to park needs. 
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ONPS BASE FUNDING 
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An Overview of the Alaska Region's Cultural Resources 

The image of the Alaska Region's park lands as uninhabited wilderness has created 
a misconception of the historic and prehistoric use of the areas and the types of 
cultural resources found within them. People have lived on what is now National 
Park Service land for at least 14,000 years, utilizing the resources of Alaska's 
varied environmental zones. Thus, in Alaska, natural and cultural resources are 
inextricably linked; one cannot be understood without reference to the other. 
Although we are beginning to develop an understanding of the extent of these 
interactions and what they mean for the region, what we actually know of the 
human story in this expanse of time and space remains quite limited. 

A vast array of historic properties, both prehistoric and historic, are contained 
within the park units. The number of known sites probably represents a small 
fraction of the total number of existing sites on park land. Ongoing cultural 
resource inventories and compliance surveys are adding to the record each year. 
Collections of cultural and natural history materials exist for each of the parks, and 
new collections are added yearly. 

What follows is a summary of the types of cultural resources found within the 
region, and their place within the broader scope of cultural resources on a national 
level. 

Prehistoric Archeological Resources 

The majority of the Alaska Region's archeological resources date from between 
8000 B.C. and the coming of Europeans around A.D. 1750. These sites document 
the diverse and changing adaptations of Alaska's Aleut, Eskimo and Indian peoples 
through time. The oldest sites within the park units document the entry of the first 
humans into North America by way of the land bridge known as Beringia. Though 
the "bridge" has long been inundated by the waters of the Bering Strait, 
archeological and historic records speak of the continuing contact between peoples 
of Siberia and Alaska. 

Much exploration and documentation is necessary before we fully understand the 
complexities of Alaska's prehistoric cultural resources. A quick look at the existing 
data reveals that Alaska's archeology is just as interesting, varied and complex as 
any in the lower 48 states. It includes impressive architecture and items of superb 
craftsmanship as well as stark simplicity. The diversity represented in the 
archeological record can be attributed to the broad range of ecological variation 
within the region, as well as to trade, movement, conflict and other forms of 
interaction between Native groups. This variety further characterizes the Alaska 
Region's prehistoric cultural resources. 



Ethnographic Resources 

Together with archeological and historical resources, ethnography links the past to 
the present in an important way, documenting acculturative changes and 
elaborating upon a remembered past. Because of the continuity of the record from 
prehistoric to modern times, it is difficult to separate ethnographic sites from 
historic or archeological sites. This quality of continuity is found in very few areas 
of the United States, and is valued by native Alaskans as well as archeologists, 
cultural anthropologists and historians. Forming a living link with the past, existing 
traditional lifeways are an important cultural resource priority within the region. 

As Mack Shaver, former Superintendent of Northwest Areas once pointed out, the 
park lands of the Alaska region do not enclose ethnographic homelands, the 
homelands enclose the parks. Unlike similar areas in the lower 48 states, Alaska's 
ethnographic resources are not limited to occasional use, but serve real, continuing 
subsistence and other life needs for Natives. As part of a living system, 
ethnographic resources demand careful study. 

Historic Resources 

The historic sites within the region represent the broad themes of Alaskan history. 
Parks in Alaska include National Register properties and eligible sites representing 
the Russian colonial period, American exploration and settlement, social and 
economic life, and military activities in Alaska during World War II. These resources 
range from entire abandoned towns and vast historic landscapes to single 
structures. Sitka National Historical Park commemorates the history of the Tlingit 
people and the Russian American period. The Gold Rush Era is commemorated at 
Kondike Gold Rush National Historical Park. 

There are many valuable written sources of information about spiritual, political, 
economic and industrial forces at work in Alaska's past. Even with this wealth of 
period publications, personal papers and public documents, we still know relatively 
little about the lives of individuals in Alaska. The true extent of gold rush era 
activity, and the locations of many World War II structures and downed aircraft 
remain unknown. More important from a management standpoint, we do not know 
what resources remain undiscovered on the vast Alaska park lands. Even the trails, 
sites and structures which are best documented still present questions of extent, 
use, and significance. 

Historic resources in the Alaska Region provide rich interpretive experiences for 
visitors from the Lower 48 and other countries. The same century that witnessed 
the Spanish advance into California also marked the Russian colonization of Alaska. 
The Gold Rush era culminated a half-century of western mining rushes. The 
bunkers and sunken ships related to World War II are as significant as other 
American battlefields. Issues related to federal Indian policy are still of concern to 
park managers. Cabins, caches, trails and tailings piles provide insight into 
lifestyles uniquely adapted to Alaskan conditions and culture. 



Historic Architecture 

The historic structures within the Alaska Region give an account of man's 
adaptability to a harsh and challenging environment. Through primarily wooden 
structures, Alaskans have built simple shelters, monuments to industrial 
technology, and places of worship. 

Properties such as Alaska's Russian Orthodox churches represent unique 
adaptations of traditional forms. They must be recorded or lost to time. No less 
important are the cabins occupied by miners and trappers, the roadhouses which 
provided shelter to hundreds of northern travelers, and the mills, tramways, and 
utilitarian buildings which reflect the economic activity and the dreams which 
brought settlers to Alaska. 

The number of structures actually documented at this time is but a fraction of the 
hundreds of historic properties which are known to exist, and an untold number 
which have yet to be discovered. Without proper care and documentation, Alaska's 
architectural resources will vanish, taking with them valuable pieces of the story of 
early Alaska. 

Museum Collections 

Many collections have been made within the Alaska Region, in all of the parks. 
Some date from as early as 1910. They include natural history materials as well as 
prehistoric and historic artifacts. 

Natural history collections document the paleontology, geology, flora and fauna of 
temperate, arctic and sub-arctic climates within the Alaska Region. These 
collections consist of fossil and rock specimens, vertebrate study skins and 
skeletons, invertebrate specimens, insects, and aquatic samples. 

The cultural collections cover at least 14,000 years of human occupation and 300 
years of European exploration and settlement. They represent prehistoric, historic 
and contemporary Eskimo, Aleut, Athabaskan and Tlingit cultures, as well as non-
Native objects from the exploration, gold rush and World War II periods. Archival 
records document the* whole range of natural and cultural materials in the 
collections, as well as research projects throughout the state. The regional data 
base is constantly augmented as information on collections formerly removed from 
the state are added to the park's catalog systems. 

Curatorial concerns include the accurate documentation of the over 400,000 items 
in collections presently in the Region, and careful storage to ensure preservation. 
Constant additions to the existing body of material present an ongoing challenge. 



BRANCH OF ARCHEOLOGY 

Internal Programs 

Program Description 

Three basic programs make up the Branch of Archeology: Resource Management, 
Research, and Archeological Assistance. The first two programs are directed toward 
the parks; the third supports National Register Programs. 

In its in-park role, the Branch of Archeology provides professional technical services and 
advice to the parks in the protection, preservation, evaluation, and interpretation of 
prehistoric and historic archeological sites. The Regional Archeologist interprets 
National Park Service policy and standards for application at the regional level and 
administers the issuance of archeological permits. The Resource Management Program 
centers on Section 106 historic preservation compliance ("archeological clearance"), 
preservation planning, and resource protection. The Research Program staff conducts 
Section 110 archeological inventories, park-wide archeological overviews and 
assessments, and other large-scale, research efforts. In practice, the two program 
boundaries are kept permeable in order to allow for maximum staff flexibility. 

Recent Accomplishments 

Set national precedent for the successful integration of archeology in oil spill 
compliance response and injury assessment. Completed survey report on GAAR 
together with archeological overviews and assessments for CAKR, DENA, YUCH, and 
the Skagway Historic District (KLGO). Developed computer-based mapping as a 
planning tool for Brooks River DCP (KATM). Provided public interpretive programs as 
part of compliance field work at KATM, KLGO, and NWAK. Together with the Natural 
Resources Division, developed Shared Beringian Heritage Program, initiated first field 
research under this program (One Man's Heritage Project), and collaborated with 
Russians on a joint Russian/ English archeological dictionary project. Finally, kept apace 
with the various compliance needs related to mining and facility development. 

Current Priorities and Goals 

Completion of Phase I of One Man's Heritage Program; completion of archeological 
overview and assessment for NOAT plus creation of a multi-year plan for survey under 
the National Archeological Survey Initiative (NASI), bring oil spill injury studies to 
successful conclusion; finish draft of report on archeology of historic mining; complete 
archeological evaluation report on erosion-threatened sites in BELA; implement new 
NASI study of erosion-threatened sites in seven coastal parks; complete archeological 
analysis for Brooks River DCP (KATM); complete overview of archeological resources at 
DENA headquarters; conduct archeological overviews and assessments for GAAR and 
WRST; continue outreach to Native Alaskans; fully establish the Cultural Sites Inventory 
(CSI) in region; and establish peer review system with NSF to ensure research quality. 

Critical Issues 

Inadequate archeological inventory coverage, lack of park-level staff, massive and 
widespread wave and water erosion of archeological sites, and archeological looting. 



BRANCH OF ARCHEOLOGY 

External Programs 

Program Description 

The Archeological Assistance Program is part of the National Register or external 
cultural resources programs of the National Park Service. The Alaska Region is one of 
the five "super regions" providing these programs for the rest of the country. 

The major focus of the Archeological Assistance Program is to provide leadership and 
coordination for the federal archeology program whose goals and objectives are 
determined by the Secretary of the Interior. The program is implemented by working 
closely with other federal and state agencies as well as to local and Native groups. The 
program provides training for Alaska state and federal agencies in the identification, 
evaluation and preservation of their archeological resources. The program maintains the 
Alaska version of the National Archeological Database, a congressionally mandated 
program, and also collects data from Alaska for the Annual Report to Congress on the 
Federal Archeology Program. Management of the archeological portion of the National 
Historic Landmarks program is another Archeological Assistance function. Involvement 
in education about/enforcement of the Archeological Resources Protection Act (ARPA) 
has also been a key role. 

Recent Accomplishments 

Created Alaska Archeology Week, and the ARPA hotline, poster and brochure. 
Recruited an Assistant US Attorney, and the USFWS Law Enforcement Division to work 
on joint ARPA investigations with NPS. Completed an NHL nomination for the Kijik 
sites, head of program obtained law enforcement commission, and conducted 
nationwide study of market in Alaska antiquities. 

Current Priorities and Goals 

Work to bring the Alaska Federation of Natives and other Native organizations into the 
ARPA/public education network developed by NPS in the last three years. Work with 
the Regional Law Enforcement Specialist on ARPA investigations and public education 
programs, continue to host Archeology Week as flagship for public archeology, press 
forward with study of archeology of WWII NHLs in Aleutians, and provide continued 
multi-agency advice and assistance for oil spill archeological restoration. 

Critical Issues 

Public education, resource protection, providing leadership and coordination for the 
federal archeology program in Alaska. 


