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Kennecott Journey

The Paths out of Town

WILLIAM CRONON

Kennecott: It is one of the most unlikely ghost towns in the United
States. The way there is long and hard, and you are not apt to stumble
upon it by accident. About eighty miles north of Valdez in south-
central Alaska, you turn east off the main Richardson Highway and
drive thirty miles on deteriorating asphalt to the tiny hamlet of Chi-
tina, with its bar, post office, and thirty-odd inhabitants. There, the
pavement gives out altogether and you had better buy gasoline, for
you will not get the chance to do so again. As you continue east across
the Copper River, the roadbed suddenly narrows, changes to gravel,
and shows increasing evidence of being exactly what it is: an aban-
doned railroad bed. The ties have been removed to make the going
easier for cars, but cach winter the frost still heaves up a few of the
old spikes that once held rails and ties together. Locals will suggest
that you check your spare tire before proceeding, lest one of these
historical artifacts put a premature end to your journey.

You are on the McCarthy Road, which will carry you some 63
miles into the heart of the Wrangell Mountains. You will see few peo-
ple or buildings along the way, but everywhere there are quiet indi-
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cations that this corridor was once much busier than it is today. Despite
its state of abandonment, the roadbed has obviously had great labor
and capital expended upon it; although the countryside dips and rolls
around you, the grade of the road is virtually a dead level, reflecting
the engineering skill of its builders. At times decaying wooden trestles
tower 50 or more feet above you, and you wonder who went to so
much trouble to erect such structures in so remote a land. Your most
exciting moment (some would say terrifying) is likely to come when
the road crosses 283 feet above the gray-green waters of the Kuskulana
River, on an eighty-year-old steel bridge that spans the narrow can-
yon with only the most casual of guardrails. That such a construction
has survived the earthquakes and winter storms of three-quarters of a
century is testimony to the care that went into building it. You can
try to reassure yourself with this thought as you inch your car across
it.

The McCarthy Road finally comes to an abrupt end at the foot
of the Kennicott Glacier, where the dirty torrent emerging from beneath
the ice has washed away all traces of the route. Your journey is still
not over. Here you must leave your car behind and pull yourself across
the river in a tiny hand-powered cable car suspended fifteen or twenty
feet above the churning water. Once you've relocated the old railbed,
it is a few hundred yards’ walk to the village of McCarthy, where
perhaps a dozen people still make their homes. You may want to pause
before continuing, for the town is a rather haunting shadow of its
former self. The streets have become little more than foot trails if you
can find them at all beneath the dense foliage. Most of the buildings
have not seen a coat of paint in half a century. More than a few are
being actively reclaimed by the vegetation around them, as sagging
roofs and collapsing walls return to the soil.

If you know the West, you have seen such abandonment before;
it is all too familiar a place. As such, it conjures up the sorts of ques-
tions one often asks in the presence of romantic ruins. The people
who built these empty structures, where did they come from? What
sorts of lives did they lead, and why did they leave their homes in this
sorry state? Why were they here, what did they do, where did they
go? The solutions to such riddles lie like tracings in the landscape
around you, for the past of these people is written in the marks they
made upon this land.

To understand what happened to McCarthy, you must complete
the final leg of your journey. The old railroad bed does not end here.
It leads you yet another six miles north, skirting the edge of the vast
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