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REGIONAL CULTURAL RESOURCE SUMMARY AND ACTION PROGRAM 

The purpose of the Alaska Region Cultural Resources Summary and 
Action Program is to provide an overview of the current status of 
the cultural resources of the region; a discussion of the 
Region's major cultural resource needs and issues and an action 
program outlining the Region's resources management objectives 
and activities. 

It is difficult to sum up on charts or in brief narrative the 
complexity of Alaska's resource issues and the immense tasks that 
face managers and resource specialists in the Region. We are at 
the beginning of the process of inventory and evaluation. Our 
lands are patterned with multiple ownership, utilized by 
individuals with often vastly conflicting interests and needs, 
and managed in an arena of public scrutiny where anti-government 
sentiments and skepticism die hard. This is not an apologia, 
rather a statement of fact. 

There are 15 National Park System Units in the Alaska Region, 
covering over 54 million acres. The following synopsis of their 
significant features and accompanying cultural resources overview 
should help to put the Alaskan challenge in perspective. 

Aniakchak National Monument and Preserve (602,779 
acres) - volcanic formations, coastal ecosystem. 

Bering Land Bridge National Preserve (2,457,000 acres) 
- prehistoric to contemporary coastal Eskimo 
occupation, extensive paleontological material, rare 
Arctic lava flows, migratory bird nesting area, arctic 
coastal ecosystem. 

Cape Krusenstern National Monument (659,807 acres)-
4000 years of Eskimo coastal occupation, a National 
Historic Landmark and on the National Register of 
Historic Places. 

Denali National Park and Preserve (6,028,100 acres)-
The Mt. McKinley massif, glaciers, wildlife, interior 
ecosystem, gold mining, an Archeological District and 
an Historic District on the National Register of 
Historic Places. 

Gates of the Arctic National Park and Preserve (8,472,500)-
boreal forest, river systems, inland Eskimo occupation. 

Glacier Bay National Park and Preserve (3,283,000 
acres) - active tidewater glaciers, temperate coastal 
ecosystem, marine and land mammals, Tlingit occupation. 

Katmai National Park and Preserve (4,090,000 acres)-
Wildlife (Alaskan brown bears and fish), volcanism, 



coastal and peninsula ecosystem, prehistoric Eskimo or 
Aleut occupation, and Archeological District on the 
National Register of Historic Places. 

Kenai~ Fjords National Park (669,000 acres) - marine 
mammals, glaciation, rain forest coastal ecosystem, 
early mining and logging. 

Klondike Gold Rush National Historical Park (13,200 
acres) - 1898 gold rush, a National Historic Landmark 
on the National register of Historic Places. 

Kobuk Valley National Park (1,726,000 acres) boreal 
forest ecosystem, arctic wildlife, 10,000 years of 
inland Eskimo occupation. 

Lake Clark National Park and Preserve (3,858,000 acres) 
- mountain to coastal ecosystem, wildlife, spawning 
areas, prehistoric to contemporary Athapaskan 
occupation, active volcanoes. 

Noatak National Preserve (6,569,710 acres) - transition 
zone between arctic and subarctic ecosystems, wildlife, 
geology, diverse flora, extensive archeological sites. 

Sitka National Historical Park (106 acres) - Tlingit-
Russian history since late 1700s, the Russian Bishop's 
House, a National Historic Landmark, the Tlingit Fort 
Site on the National Register of Historic Places. 

Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve 
(12,445,272 acres) glaciation, wildlife, mountain to 
coastal ecosystems, extensive mining history, long 
prehistoric Native occupation. 

Yukon-Charley Rivers National Preserve (2,523,509 
acres) - interior river ecosystem, unglaciated 
prehistoric sites, remnant preglacial ecosystems, 
paleontological sites, peregrine falcon nesting sites, 
wildlife. 



OVERVIEW 

Although the archeological data base for Alaska Region remains 
both limited and sketchy, preliminary evidence allows us to state 
with confidence that a vast array of archeological sites, both 
prehistoric and historical, are contained within the park units. 
Among the most important are those that date from the last part 
of the Pleistocene. These provide a record of man's first entry 
into the Americas and consequently, they are associated with one 
of the great migratory events of human history the peopling of 
the New World. The descendants of the "First Alaskans" who 
created these sites went on to spread across North and South 
America, and eventually reached Tierra del Fuego about 8700 B.C. 
As far as Native Americans are concerned, all roads lead back to 
Alaska; it is man's original starting place and homeland in the 
New World. 

The majority of Alaska Region's archeological resources appear to 
date from the post-Pleistocene, roughly the period of time 
between 8000 B.C. and the coming of the Europeans (ca, 1750 
A.D.). These sites document the diverse and changing adaptations 
of Alaska major Native groups—Aleut, Eskimo, and Indian. From 
all indications, the story contained in these later prehistoric 
sites is immensely complex and varied. This cultural complexity 
and diversity represented in the prehistory can be partly 
attributed to the varied environments of Alaska. The state 
stretches from the rainy and forested Pacific Northwest to the 
arid and treeless Arctic Coastal Plain. In distance, this span 
is comparable to the many miles that separate Florida from 
Northern Minnesota and'the range of ecological variation is at 
least similar, if not greater. The prehistory of Alaska reflects 
this extreme variation. 

Another source of the complexity of Alaska's prehistory is the 
interaction that occurred among the various groups. People did 
not stay put through time. One group would often invade the 
territory of another so there was a constant ebb and flow of 
cultural groups. In some cases the victor even adopted the 
cultural attributes of the defeated group. For example, the 
Den'ina Athapaskans apparently swept in from the interior and 
took over a large segment of the southwestern Alaska coast from 
the Yupik and Chugach Eskimo. Within a few centuries, however, 
their material culture became almost indistinguishable from their 
maritime Eskimo neighbors. 

Trade was also widespread and this brought people in constant 
contact with each other and promoted the emergence of new 
cultural variations. The famous Chilkoot Trail of the Gold Rush 
Era was originally a major trade route which the coastal Tlingit 
used in their penetrations of the Athapaskan interior. 

Still another complicating factor, and one not found elsewhere in 
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the prehistory of the Americas, was the link that existed between 
Alaskan Natives and the Old World. Ideas, goods, and oftentimes 
people moved back and forth across the narrow strait of sea that 
separated Alaska from Siberia. We know from Eskimo informants 
that Siberian raiders were frequent visitors to the shores of 
what is now the Bering Land Bridge National Preserve well into 
the nineteenth century. One of the favored items that passed 
across the Bering Strait in peaceful times was iron, a material 
symbol of Alaska's unique connection to the Old World that 
prevailed for thousands of years prior to the sailing of 
Columbus. 

The prehistoric sites of Alaska compare well against the more 
spectacular sites of the lower 48 states. This is especially 
true of the large prehistoric settlements occupied by the sea 
mammal hunting Eskimo and maritime Tlingit. These are 
characterized by complex architecture and frequently yield bone, 
ivory and wood objects of unequaled craftsmanship and artistic 
skill. Nor are Alaskan sites necessarily few and far between. 
Extremely dense concentrations appear to be fairly common along 
many segments of the Alaskan coast, around certain lakes, along 
salmon-rich rivers, and at favorable locations beside major 
caribou migratory routes. 

Archeological sites associated with the historic past also 
abound. The earliest are associated with the Russian 
colonization of Alaska and these occur not only at Sitka in the 
southeast but also in Lake Clark and Wrangell St.Elias, The most 
common historical archeological sites are linked to the American 
Period, and most particularly to the Gold Rush Era. These range 
from whole former towns like Dyea at Klondike Gold Rush National 
Historic Park to the isolated camps of early trappers and 
prospectors. Sites associated with this explosive era in 
American history occur throughout most of the Alaska park areas. 
Also, worthy of note as archeological resources are the historic 
settlements of the Native peoples of Alaska. These document the 
acculturative changes that followed European contacts, and 
provide a valuable bridge to the more remote prehistoric past. 
Because these more recent sites are part of a remembered past, 
they often appear to have traditional cultural value to Native 
Americans. In this sense, they should also be viewed as 
ethnographic resources. 

Because traditional lifeways have continued (with varied 
modifications-) into the present it is difficult to define 
discrete ethnographic resources in Alaska Region. Use of many of 
the park areas by Native Americans is widespread and frequently 
intensive; and unlike numerous park areas in the lower 48, this 
use is not limited to an occasional ceremony or plant collecting 
expedition. A large percentage of the Alaskan park lands serve 
more than spiritual or cultural purposes, they serve very real 
subsistence needs for many Alaskan Natives. From this 
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perspective, park areas like Kobuk, Noatak and others do not 
contain ethnographic sites, they are ethnographic sites, writ 
large in the full holistic sense. As Superintendent Mack Shaver 
of Northwest Areas has emphasized, the Alaskan parks do not 
enclose Native Americans homelands, the homelands enclose them. 

The image of the Alaska Region park areas as uninhabited 
wilderness has caused a misconception of the historic use of the 
areas and the type of resources found there. People have hunted, 
fished and trapped for the millennia in these areas; the first 
recorded history dates from 1741, when Bering sighted Mount St. 
Elias; the century that witnessed the Spanish advance into 
California witnessed the Russian advance into Alaska. The 
colonial trade system of Russian America imitated that of the 
British Hudson Bay Company; the year of the creation of Canada, 
lessening the power of the company, also saw the transfer of 
Russian America to the United States. We know little of this 
era, where exactly explorers went, what sites are associated with 
the period, and what may remain on the vast Alaska parklands. 

The Alaska Gold Rush Era, the culmination of a half century of 
western mining rushes, is the best documented in terms of period 
publications, personal papers, and public documents, but we are 
still uncertain where the estimated 50,000 stampeders went, 
camped, and sought gold; of course, the well-known Chilkoot and_ 
White Pass Trail routes have been documented, but even here the 
extent of remains is unknown. Klondike Gold Rush National 
Historical Park, eleven years after creation, still lacks staff 
to adequately research and document the estimated forty miles of 
trails and the ruins and objects along them. 

There are many other history themes, the most significant being 
World War II. Vintage downed aircraft have become an issue, yet 
we have yet to collect site location data on all historic downed 
aircraft, let alone the military structures left standing in park 
areas from Bering Land Bridge to Sitka. 

Without exception, historic structures in the Alaska Region are 
constructed of wood. They range in size from one room log houses 
to large wood frame or log office buildings and road houses. The 
structures are located in remote towns and sites throughout the 
state. From the functional simplicity of the trappers cabin and 
cache to the weathered,austere beauty of a Russian Orthodox 
Chapel, they give evidence of man's adaptability to a harsh and 
challenging environment. 

Alaska's collections consist of natural history specimens 
representing temperate, subartic, and arctic flora and fauna; 
prehistoric, historic, and contemporary Eskimo, Aleut, and Indian 
native peoples; and non-native historic objects covering 300 
years of exploration and settlement. 
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The objects themselves range from fossils to plants to study 
skins and skulls to the state's only amphibian. Man-made objects 
represent at least 14,000 years of occupation with materials 
ranging from stone tools to Russian icons, from delicate fabrics 
to heavy mining equipment. 

The older parks, Denali, Glacier Bay, Katmai, Klondike Gold Rush 
and Sitka have extensive collections begun as far back as 1910. 
The first three have large natural history collections, the last 
two have historic collections from the 1700's Russian period to 
the early 1900's Gold Rush. All of the parks have some natural 
history material such as Klondike with several bone specimens and 
Glacier Bay with over 4000 herbarium sheets. All of the parks 
have some degree of historic material, such as Sitka with 
extensive Tlingit and Russian materials and the newer parks, 
Wrangell St. Elias and Yukon-Charley Rivers with major mining 
sites. All of the parks have archeological material! Ongoing 
Cultural Resource Inventories and Mining Compliance Surveys are 
increasing the prehistoric and historic collections each year. 

In the following sections we have attempted to quantify and 
depict what we know and what our mission(s) will be. Each park 
and program area has multiple number one priority needs and 
projects. We do not establish priorities other than the broadest 
program objectives because we have learned to be creative and 
opportunistic and, therefore, flexible. 
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RESOURCE SUMMARY 



REGIONAL SUMMARY CHART FQR SITES 

TOTAL NUMBER Of SITES IN REGION 
NUMBER OF PREHISTORIC SITES 1,358 

NUMBER Of HISTORIC SITES 512 

SIGNIFICANCE 

NAT. * 5 / 5 * 

ST. a * * 
REG. 150/170-

L 0 C A L 2 l / 2 l + 

N 0 T i f i q ^ 

ACREAGE 

5 6 4 , 0 0 0 

(3,659) 

(5 ,046 ) 

(2 ,298) 

CONDITION 

GOOO FAIR 

5 

7 

POOR 

1 

DES. UNK. 

142 

21 

1,693 

SEVERE 

6 . 

IMPACTS 

MOD. 

1 

LOW 

5 

7 

UNK. 

136 

21 

1,693 

DOCUMENTATION 

GOOD FAIR 

5 

150 

21 

POOR 

1,693 

* The Cape Krusenstern National Historic Landmark of which Cape 
Krusenstern (CAKR) is merely a part has only been counted as "1". 
The number of contributing sites remain unknown, but a three-year 
inventory starting in 1987 should provide a more complete level 
of documentation. The same lack of information on contributing 
sites also holds true for Archeological Districts of regional or 
state significance. 

** For many archeological sites in this category field 
documentation is too incomplete to permit significance 
evaluations; several hundred other sites recorded in recent 
surveys have sufficient documentation but determinations of 
significance must await the availability of funding and staff for 
assessment studies. 

*** See narrative on impacts below. 

Bering Land Bridge National Preserve 

A number of sites both prehistoric and historic, are subject to 
severe impact from erosive wave action along the coast of BELA. 
These sites, situated on a narrow strip of barrier islands, are 
currently being evaluated as to significance. Erosion is from 
two sides, ocean side and lagoon side. The most severe impact is 
from the lagoon side. 

Katmai National Park and Preserve 

An unknown number of sites in the Brooks River Archeological 
District, located immediately adjacent to the banks of the Brooks 
River, are subject to severe impact from riverbank erosion. This 
impact situation is localized to a mile-long strip along the 
turbulent Brooks River. Takli Island Archeological District off 
the Katmai coast is under severe threat from commercial fishermen 
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who are vandalizing the site. According to Dr. Don Dummond the 
impact is high and threatens the integrity of the site. 

Klondike Gold Rush National Historical Park 

Historical archeological resources in Skagway (associated with 
the Klondike Era) are threatened by severe impact from structural 
rehabilitation work (park operations-development). Specific 
earth-disturbing impacts include cellar and crawlway 
construction, foundation trenching, and utility trenching. 

Dyea ( National Register site), sister city to Skagway, and now a 
ghost town with high archeological values, is under severe impact 
from riverbank erosion. Erosion is particularly a problem at the 
north end of the town in the area of the Historic Cemetery and 
Indian (Tlingit) sector of old Dyea. Erosion is taking out great 
portions of the bank and will eventually destroy most of the town 
if the present erosional trajectory continues. 

Lake Clark National Park and Preserve 

The Kijik Mountain site which is part of the Kijik Archeological 
District is undergoing incremental inundation from beaver ponds. 
Earlier in the twentieth century this was not a problem; 
however, in the last decades most of the site has disappeared-
under water and, according to last reports (1979) the process 
continues. 

Denali National Park and Preserve 

Teklanika Archeological District meets the criteria for "poor 
condition" in that excavations carried out in the 1960's have 
never been backfilled or stabilized. The sites are reportedly 
under impact from erosion, partly precipitated by the open 
excavations pits. The degree and extent of this impact has not 
been recently evaluated; however, an evaluation is scheduled for 
this summer. Prior documentation has suggested a severe impact 
threat. 

Projected Impacts 

Severe wave action erosion may also occur along certain sections 
of the coasts of Cape Krusenstern National Monument (NHL), 
Katmai, and Lake Clark. This impact is projected based on 
occurrences elsewhere in the Region. Similarly, stream erosion 
may be having a severe impact on sites along rivers and streams 
throughout the park areas. Again this remains undocumented but 
it is expectable based on stream behavior in Alaska. 

National Significant Sites in Poor Condition 

Unknown 
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Ethnographic Resources 

As mentioned in the introduction it probably makes the most sense 
to consider many of the Alaskan park areas as ethnographic sites 
in their entirety. Ethnographic usage in many park areas is 
extensive and broad-spectrum, essentially involving every aspect 
of traditional Native American life. Over a period of years 
almost every locale and resource obtains some degree of use. 
Intensity of use varies with the seasons, the fluctuating yearly 
availability of plant and animal resources, personal preference, 
the nearness of relatives, constantly changing interpretations of 
traditional use rights, weather, etc. For instance, along any 
river in BELA there is not one place to take fish or set up a 
fish camp. There are many. In one part of the year a family 
group (or groups) may be fishing the mouth of the river, a few 
weeks later they may be upstream, and another week they may be at 
the lake from which the river originates. At any time during 
this fishing activity they may be gathering berries, medicinal 
herbs, hunting, exchanging gifts with neighboring groups, 
trading, telling legends, singing, or praying. Admittedly, there 
are specific areas where certain activities tend to localized, 
but only in-depth study will bring these areas out in sufficient 
detail to allow for a realistic understanding of use and size. 
Thus far, only one park area, LACL, has been subjected to the 
level of research minimally necessary to have a meaningful 
understanding of how Native use relates to geographic place. 
However, this study is not yet complete and it is premature to 
present preliminary and incomplete data. 
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REGIONAL SUMMARY CHART FOR STRUCTURES 

TOTAL NUMBER OF STRUCTURES IN REGION ! 9 0 

SIGNIFICANCE 

NATIONAL 

CONT. 

STATE & 
REGIONAL 

LOCAL 

NOT 
EVAL. 

CONDITION 

GOOD 

1 

12 

2 

1 

FAIR 

10 

1 

12 

3 

POOR 

17 

9 

UNK. 

7 

2 0 

95 

IMPACTS 

SEVERE 

1 

31 

1 

37 

18 

MOD. 

12 

2 

LOW 

2 

2 

UNK. 

1 

4 

7 9 

DOCUMENTATION 

GOOD 

1 

28 

1 

4 

FAIR 

10 

13 

POOR 

8 

26 

9 9 

There are two severe impacts on all historic structures in Alaska 
that are interrelated. They are weather and deterioration. The 
climate in coastal regions and mountainous locations is 
particularly harsh for maintaining historic structures. As noted 
in the Regional Summary Chart, even buildings in good condition 
are being impacted by the severity of the weather. Roofs that 
last twenty years in the lower 48 states tend to last only about 
five in locations like Skagway. The same is true with paint. 
Additionally, many of the log structure foundations are timber, 
and thus, are subject to constant dry rot. 

Bering Land Bridge National Preserve 

Two significant "structures," a reindeer coral and a twenty mile 
mining ditch, are being nominated to the National Register. But 
because of isolation the resources will be lost to natural decay. 

Denali National Park and Preserve 

Active use by the park of structures listed on the National 
Register requires close work between park staff and regional 
staff in order- to minimize impacts and ensure compliance. 

Katmai National Park and Preserve 

A significant trapper cabin is being lost because of neglect; 
recent initiatives by the park may save the structure, one of a 
number of such structures within the expanded boundary. 
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