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ABSTRACT 

This Overview and Assessment describes and assesses the known archeological resources 
within Denali National Park and Preserve. Recommendations are also provided, based 
on the assessment and on needs identified by the park and regional cultural resources 
staff. 

Background information necessary for interpreting DENA's 187 cultural sites is provided 
in the Cultural Environment and Physical Environment sections. The Cultural 
Environment section also includes a thorough and unique compilation of ethnographic 
information prepared by Dianne Gudgel-Holmes. Other sections provide a thorough 
review of all previous archeological research conducted within the park (including a 
discussion of relevant research in adjacent areas), and a discussion of known sites from 
the prehistoric, ethnographic and historic periods. 

For reference purposes, the four appendices present specific resource information: 
Appendix A, a series of table summarizing previous research (Tables 3, 4, and 5); 
Appendix B, an annotated list of known sites in DENA; Appendix C, a compilation of 
ethnographic data prepared by Dianne Gudgel-Holmes; and Appendix D, photographs of 
the original (West 1965) Teklanika artifact assemblage. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Mt. McKinley National Park, located in the north central Alaska Range in the heart of 
Alaska's interior (Figure 1), was established in 1917 to preserve the wilderness habitat 
of the large mammals that inhabit the region and to foster public access and 
appreciation of the area (Kauffman 1954). The 1980 Alaska National Interest Lands 
Conservation Act (ANILCA) redesignated the park as Denali National Park and Preserve 
(hereafter DENA or the park) and expanded its boundaries to encompass a total of six 
million acres, divided into three contiguous management units; Denali Wilderness (the 
original Mt. McKinley National Park), Denali National Park, and Denali National 
Preserve (Figure 2). Denali is internationally well known for the rugged beauty of its 
natural features, especially Mt. McKinley, the North American continent's highest 
mountain. 

Cultural resources, however, have not been considered DENA's focal point. In fact, for 
many years the significance of the largely unknown prehistory of the park was 
underestimated, overshadowed by decidedly spectacular natural resources. Recent 
research, conducted within DENA and in adjacent areas, has shown that the central 
Alaska Range played an important role in the early occupation of Interior Alaska. It is a 
region with a rich history of use by native groups, miners, trappers and homesteaders 
from the prehistoric period into historic times. 

Project Description. Objectives and Limitations 

The need for information concerning cultural resources on federal lands has increased 
dramatically over the past decade, because of the rapid emergence of a system of 
protective legislation. Managers facing new preservation responsibilities turned to 
archeologists for information that would enable them to comply with agency mandated 
management programs and address the impacts of specific projects. Managers 
particularly require information that enables them to: 

Effectively program the future course of land use within the study unit 
with respect to known and potential cultural resources. 

Relate better the anticipated and scheduled short-range and long-term 
projects in the study unit to the management of archeological, historical, 
and other cultural resources. 

Integrate more easily other resource management programs with those 
developed for cultural resources [McGimsey and Davis 1977:66]. 
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Figure 1. Location of Denali National Park and Preserve 



Figure 2. Denali National Park and Preserve. 
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Such information rarely can be obtained from small, independently conducted projects, 
which often have limited and specific objectives. This seems particularly true for the 
vast, culturally and environmentally diverse park units in Alaska where even the largest 
archeological surveys may only be able to sample a fraction of total acreage. Thus the 
manager can benefit from information that accurately and concisely summarizes the 
entire body of cultural resource data and, most importantly, provides the necessary 
background for interpreting the significance of those resources. The need for this type 
of context has been identified in the General Management Plan for Denali for many 
years. 

As outlined in NPS-28, the Cultural Resources Guideline for the National Park Service 
(USDI/NPS 1985), archeological Overview and Assessments describe and assess the 
known and potential archeological resources in an area. The overview reviews and 
summarizes the database, the assessment evaluates it, and the completed document 
enables the manager to plan future studies and actions. This Overview and Assessment 
is specifically intended to meet those objectives for the archeological resources in Denali 
National Park and Preserve. 

Much of the work that goes into completing an Overview and Assessment resembles 
"housekeeping". All forms of research generate records, most of which are never 
published. To name a few, archeological projects generate field notes, site forms, site 
report forms, photographs and photograph logs, artifact collections, curation records, 
and finally, reports. In most cases, these materials are not easily accessible to the 
manager or researcher. Even when readily available, trying to extract information from 
these varied sources can be a time consuming if not impossible task. The Overview and 
Assessment provides a central source that summarizes the results of previous research 
and can direct researchers to other relevant materials when needed. On this level it is a 
catalog of what has been done and what is now available. The bulk of this information 
is presented in the extensive site summary tables (Appendix A) and annotated site list 
(Appendix B). 

Another, equally important value of an Overview and Assessment lies in its ability to 
point out what information is lacking and suggest ways to resolve management 
problems. Attempting to synthesize the information and recommendations generated by 
previous researchers highlights major and minor problems such as sources of 
redundancy and omissions in the resource base. Among the problems identified for 
Denali National Park and Preserve are incomplete survey coverage, the lack of an 
historical archeological research program, non-systematic management of archeological 
records, and a general lack of detailed knowledge of recorded sites. These problems 
have been addressed in Assessment and Recommendations sections of the Overview and 
Assessment, with the hope that they will be useful in improving the existing 
archeological database and stimulating planned research in the future. In all sections, 
the overview has attempted to minimize the use of technical jargon. A Glossary has 
been included to provide definitions of important technical terms and concepts. 
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While Overview and Assessments are often completed as a contributing phase of a 
major field investigation, such as an archeological inventory or some other type of 
identification study, this project has not involved new field work. This Overview and 
Assessment will provide a comprehensive synthesis and assessment of existing 
archeological site data for DENA and make recommendations that will be useful in 
planning future research and assessing the significance of known and potential 
archeological sites. 

An archeological site is defined as the locus of any surviving physical evidence of past 
human activity, including the record of the effect of the activity on the environment. It 
is important to note that this definition does not specify that the "past human activity" 
must have occurred during the prehistoric era. It recognizes that the physical elements 
of both historic and prehistoric sites contribute to the archeological record and that it is 
necessary to consider historic and prehistoric archeological resources in order to obtain 
a complete picture of the archeological resources of DENA. But it has not been possible 
to give equal consideration to both the historic and prehistoric archeological sites in 
DENA. Archeologists and historians have traditionally sought very different types of 
information from sites. One result is a marked lack of archeological documentation for 
historic sites. With this limitation in mind, the Overview and Assessment presents the 
best information available for the documented prehistoric and historic archeological 
sites in the park. The need for an historical archeological research program will be 
discussed in greater detail in the Assessment section. 

While the Overview and Assessment does discuss selected historic resources, it does not 
take the place of the nearly completed Denali Historic Resource Study (Brown 1990). 
Although the overview and assessment and the Historic Resource Study appear to 
overlap in their coverage of DENA's historic sites, the content of the two documents is 
significantly different. The Historic Resource Study will include a more comprehensive 
and detailed discussion of DENA's history and will discuss historic resources from the 
vantage point of traditional forms of historic documentation (mainly the written and 
archival record) as well as historic resources documented as archeological sites. 

5 



PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT 

Geographic Setting 

The vast area encompassed by Denali National Park and Preserve is clearly highlighted 
by Mt. McKinley, at 20,306 feet the nation's highest, and many feel most impressive, 
peak. But not all of the park is rugged and mountainous. The park is roughly bisected 
on the diagonal, with a southern half comprised of McKinley, it's glaciers, rivers and 
surrounding lesser peaks, and a northern half characterized by tundra-carpeted 
lowlands, hills, and flat glacial valleys drained by glacier-fed rivers, lakes and streams 
(Figure 3). 

The mountainous regions of the park are part of the Alaska Range, a northern 
continuation of the Pacific Mountain System that parallels the Pacific coasts of the 
continental United States and Canada (Wahrhaftig 1965). This system extends across 
southern Alaska in a wide arc, with Mt. McKinley near the approximate apex of the arc. 
In the vicinity of Mt. McKinley, the Alaska Range forms a series of rugged, parallel, 
glaciated ridges with an irregular longitudinal profile. These ridges rise from 6,000 to 
9,000 feet in elevation and are interspersed with much higher peaks, such as Mt. 
McKinley and Mt. Foraker. The peaks are perennially snow and ice-clad above 7,000 
feet on the north side and above 6,000 feet on the south side. 

The more massive, active glaciers include the Kahiltna, Ruth, Eldridge, Tokositna, 
Yentna and Lacuna along the south side and the Muldrow along the north side. The 
largest of these range between 30 and 45 miles long. Streams are braided and of 
glacial origin. Major drainages in the northern half of the park include the McKinley, 
Kantishna, Toklat, Teklanika, Sanctuary and Savage Rivers, all of which drain to the 
north. The Nenana River, which marks a section of the eastern park boundary, also 
drains to the north. The Yentna, Kahiltna, Tokositna and Chulitna Rivers all drain to 
the south of Mt. McKinley. 

North of Mt. McKinley lie the foothills of the Alaska Range, characterized by more 
gentle ridges, 2,000 to 4,000 feet in altitude, separated by rolling lowlands. The 
foothills are incised by several north-flowing streams, which form steep canyons across 
the ridges and broader, flat valleys in the lowlands. The area is largely unglaciated, but 
some valleys were shaped by glacial activity during the Pleistocene. 

The lowland areas of the park that extend beyond the Alaska Range are part of a broad 
depression known as the Tanana-Kuskokwim Lowland and named for the two major 
drainages that occur there (Wahrhaftig 1965:29). This region was formed by outwash 
deposits of the glaciers and rivers that originate in the Alaska Range. 
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