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A Report On
The Alaska Highway

(By Murdock Whitcomb)

Editor’s Note: This is not necessarily the prize winning technica’
paper. Of all the papers entered in the Technical Paper Contest: this one
was thought to have the widest interest range and has been 'publushed
for this rcason.

I have travelled the fifteen hundred miles or the Alaska Highwav
northwest from Dawson Creek, British Columbia to Fairbanks .\~l;'.~»k:1
It is more than just fifteen hundred miles of road; fifteen hmulrﬁl II’l”!'\
of great engineering achievement, the gateway to Alaska, the lifeline ol
the north, and the nucleus of a rapidly growing Canadian Northwest
With these ideas in mind, let us look more closely at this Alaska High
wav. Let us see what it is, where it is, and what it means to Canada
and to us as Canadians,

The Alaska Highway was first built during
Army Engineers as an overland lifeline to
war time hazards of shipping. The
enabled it to link up the chain of wirfields in the Northwest Staging
Qoute at Fort Saint John, Fort Nelson, Watson Lake, and Whitehors«
These airfields had been built by the Canadian Government in 1941,

1942 by United States
‘ relieve Alaska from the
highway followed a line which

On November 20th, 1942,
250 soldiers, civilians anc toyal : ey
o ; Vo' e I Royal oently rolling land similar to that
Canadian Mounted Police watched 1] o : o .
Expg! ! 3 of the foothills of the Rockies
officials from Alaska and Canada| A, AT \ : :
i round Dawson Creek this land is|
cut the ribbon stretched across the ; A ;
. o RS VP quite fertile, and one shounld take a
frozen road at “Soldier’s Summit”. | , b W ;
’ X 4 ! <l good look, because from here to
On this windswept hill opposite Alaska. hardly : ¢
i & 1061 Tl Lak Alaska, hardly a cultivated plant
milepos 1, Nluane . JaKe , Lhe is to be seen.
ceremony of the opening of the
Alecan Highway, as it was then
called, brought to a climax an epic| " 1 the 1 . 3
of roadbnilding achievement begun “ml(l t '; 3 ‘;”'""" ““)‘*1’"“""””1 bridege
: . gl ) chway (213 o X
only eight months betore. DI AR (2130 feet). The |
actual breaking through the tirst | Braceful steel span cost $4,000,000
U 5 ] : K 4R & |
connecting of the various sections | and is a marvel to behold in the
of the road took place at milepost | untamed country surrounding it.
588, where a tiny bridge crosses Continuing northward, at mile
Contact Creek, and where a faded |49, one comes to Fort Saint John, |
and disintegrating sign is the only | the most northerly incorporated
memorial. town on the Canadian part of the|
During 1943, the then primitive highway. Fort Saint John was
highway was turned over to civil established in 1806 as a trading|
ian contractors to make a sturdy|post for the Sikanni Indians, and
military highway for heavy traffic.|since then, particularly with the
This meant widening, gravelling, coming of the Alaska Highway, has
replacing of primitive log bridges | &rown to be an important commun-
with structures of steel, and rerout. | 1tV.
ing and straightening the road A From Blueberry Lodge, mile 101
many points. In all, some 15,000 to Fort Nelson, mile 300, the high
men, in addition to those of the U. way winds through a mountainons

some ™

At mile 35, the highway c¢rosses
the Peace River, and here is lo

S, Army, were employed, using offering impressive scen
heavy modern road building equin-! ery. Very steep grades offered

ment. The cost has been estimat
ed at $138,000.000. It was, almosf
certainly, much more.

many problems along this stretch
during construction days and the
| accident rate here was very high |

in April, 1916, the section of the|In places the roadway is  built
Alaska Highway in the Yukon, and' along the sides of mountains, and
in British Columbia was turned looking from the road one sees
over to the Canadian Government | bractically nothing below. There|
and, although traffic over it had
to be restricted at first, owing to!length of the highway |
the lack of facilities and accommo-| At mile 296, the highway crosses

dation for tourists, it is now open|the Muskwa River on a 970 foot|
to all. | steel bridge. This bridge is the

Contrary to public opinion, the  lowest point on the highway, th\'-l
Alaska Highway does not start at ing an elevation of 1,000 feet, an(i‘

Hdmonton, but at Dawson Creek | at the present time the piers are|
five hundred miles to the north| undergoing extensive repairs. The |
west of it in British Columbia. swift flow of water, combined with

the high spring flood level of the|

river had seriously worn away the|

Dawson Creek is mile “O”, and at
each mile on the highway there is
a milepost indicating the mileage banks. and at one end, one of the
Whitehorse is mile 918, and P:Lir-‘]livr:; had started to slip out to-|
banks, Alaska, the northern ter- ward the middle of the river.
minus is mile 1522. The names of IFfort Nelson is at mile 300, and |
many places on the highway are|here is located a modern R.C.A.F.|
merely milepost numbers. This| Base. Having this base, and In"m:‘
may be a bit confusing at first | about a day's drive from Dawson |
but with familiarity the

])I':ll'ﬁ(‘t“ Creek, Fort Nelson has become one |
becomes quite commonplace, and| of the main centres on the high
greatly simplifies the caleulations | way. Here can be seen the old |
of distance. settlement of Fort Nelson, where |

The first hundred miles of the  the original Hudson's Bay (‘unw
highway lie mainly in a region ot pany buildings, erected in 1800

is not a guard rail in the entire.
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still stand.

Leaving Fort Nelson, the lni‘_'hl
way veers to the west, entering uni
extremely wild section of the north|
Canadian Rockies, through which|
it winds for the next two lllll\‘]l'l'(i‘
miles At milepost 340 begins al
steep, fourteen mile climb over
Steamboat Mountain, and at mile
post 392 is the highest point on|
the highway with an elevation of|
1,260 feet (only one hundred miles
bevond the Muskwa River, 1000
feet above sea level),

I'rom milepost 455, the highway
winds for nine miles along the!
hore of Muncho Lake. Here is one
of the beautiful mountain
lakes in the world. The side of the
lake along which the highway was |
to run consisted of a ;wnwndirul:n"
mountain, which was blasted away
to make room for the highway
This is guite a dangerous section of
the road, and it it not uncommon
to find two and three foot bould
el from high in the
mountaing lying on the roadway

At mile 496 is the Liard Rive:
and a bridge This
hridge is the second longest on the
highway, a $2,800,000, 1143 foot
span similar to that of the Peace

River Bridge at mile 35

most

somewhere

suspension

The first crossing into the Yukon

Territory is at mile 627, and fo
the next fiftv or sixty miles the

highway winds along the border
continually crossing it This is
again rolling country, but it is
quite different from the terrain |

around Dawson Creek. The growth!
|

is veryv scrubby, and the country
seems to be more desolate than
along any other part of the high
way., Here one can go for miles
without seeing even so much as &
trapper's Every once in a
while there is a deserted construc-
tion camp which seems only to add
to the solitude

cabin,

abandoned
cut-off, the Cano! Road, to Norman
Wells the wartime oilfield on
the MelKenzie River. This cut-ofl
naralleled the pipeline constructed
during the
convey crude oil to the refinery at
Whitehorse. The road is now

At mile 837 i an

wartime emergency to

clnsed to traffic, and it is said that | him much time at home

when construction and mainten-
ance crews left at the end of the
war they abandoned almost every
thing.

Milepost 918 is at Whitehorse:
once a frontier town with a pre-
war population of three hundred
it has ereatly henefited by the ad
vent of the Alaska Highway, and
the activity of wartime construc
tion. As the major supply point
for the construction of the high-
way and the movement of war ma-
terial, Whitehorse experienced an
unprecedented boom during 1942
which has since levelled off to
leave Whitehorse a typical north
ern town

The road over the next one hun
dred miles is very
condition is similar to that of any
other nnpaved road in Canada. At
mile 1016 is Haines Junction, and
from here the Haines cut-oft
stretches 158 miles to the south-
west to Haines, ocean terminus ol

egood, and its

‘Hu‘ Haines Highway. At one point

on this road. the highway rns
alone a high platean, and in win
ter, the wind blows the snow here

(Continued on Page Seven)
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Fraser Paper Mill in Newcastie, N. B., during the engineer's first

Field trip last fall.
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The Story of |
JOE KAISER |

On July 27th last riends and
fellow students throughout the
province were shocked and sadden
ed to hear of the tragzic death the
day bhefore of Joe Kaiser. Joe had
just completed his (hird year in
Civil Engineering at UN.B

This is his story It 1
hled from the newspaper

assem

reports

and from the memories of those
who knew him and worked with
him during his short but eventful
life Above all it is a true story

Joe was born in Saint John, N
B on June 21st, 1923, the youn Y
0f TWO BS011S Hi fathey wis a
geafaring man and Joe kne little
of the so-called happ jormal
family life” from the beginning
His father's work did n permi

with his
{ family

| Times were hard during the de
Saint John, as
hegan

| pression years in
[1“.\‘1'\\\!"1'0' Joe

[ earn his way in the world by sell
ing newspapers on the street-cor-
ners. Perhaps it was here, 100,
;flnn Joe becsan to acquire his de
termination and courage in the face
of great odds. He often found it
necessary to battle with older and

| tougher newshoys to prevent them |

from forcing him out of his own
territory

While Joe was still a small boy
his father was lost at sea Hi
mother sent him to the St Pat
rick's Industrial School near Sain
John until she too died a few years

laten Joe's older brother contin
ned te support him for a time
Then the hrother was killed while
working in a stone quarry Jon

now about thirteen, and starting in
the seventh grade, was faced with
the choice of accepting charity o
heing “forced out’
farmer for his board and clothing

work and

working for a

Joe elected to go to
was sent to a farmer
community far up the Saint John
River valley Here he wa ill
treated and neglected, and
wrote his priest in Saint John ol
his difficulties. He was given pe:
mission to go to another farm in
a different part of the provine
| This was a happier home and Joe
remained there for some time be
fore returning to Saint John 1o
work at the dry docks In Sah
John, he renewed his acquaintance
with two lads, bhrothers
had first met at the
School. The hovs and their mothe
family, an

in a small

finall

whom he
Indugtrial
made him one of the
for the rest of his life this wa
home to Joe.

Then came World War 11 and, in
1940, Joe felt it was time to get 1

uniform and began haunting e
cruiting offices only t b Tarne
down over and over again hecan
he was underweight But Jos
never easily turned aside from the
chosen path The recrniting ofhl
cers’ T nce wa finally won

down and Joe was accepted by the

umy thongh b wias warned tha

his chances of gefting oversea
were non-existent

In 1913, however, Jof vent ovel

h the RCAMC nedi

13 He landed in NoO

1

cal orde
mandy on D-Day with :
| forces. Here he helped to care fo
| the wounded on the

| through France, Belginm

beaches,

Holland

inspecting transformer

Left to right:
Don Prendergast, and

early to| k
| but there will never bhe an end to

banks and switchboard at the

Jack White, Maurice Cyr, Ross
Doug Stewart.
nd in Germany where he remain-
time with a hospital unit
After his repatriation to Canada
Joe learned of the rehabilitation
wherehby

nlan o [} Vit i1
they might complete and further
education. He determined to
20 to university to study for a de
gree in engineering

D.V.A

18 meager

Lhed

learning of
education, tried to dis
courage this ambition and offered
instead courses in manual trainine
Once again, Joe
was adamant and in the fall of '46
he arrived at C. V. T. Millidge
ville to study for the junior matri-
aminations

officials, on

or mechanics

culation ¢
L than a vear lats Joe regis
tered at U.N.B. and began his

1950, with thres

vears of

1t v in the past and only two
hetween his wil, that covet

ed degree, he wa irking as an

instrumwent man on a road building

vieet near Moneton when  his

nnzing progress was halted by a
crushing blow from the bucket on
1L DOW shovel

Thig is the end of Joe's story

the qualities that made him what
he was For Joe was an embodi
ment of determination and pluck
e was small only in stature
Throughout his life he met with
and rose above adverse circum-
stances. He was a great guy

Mother (entering room unnexpect

edlv) “Well, I nevel
Daunghter “But mother, vou
must have.”

ENGINEERS,
so they say, work

in an inscrutable

way!
But go, whichever

way they can.
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