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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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WILLIAM CRONON

November 11, 1938, the last locomotive completed its run from Ken-
necott to the coast, leaving behind it an abandoned pair of rails leading
to an abandoned pair of towns in a remote but extraordinarily beau-
tiful Alaskan valley.’

What is one to make of this place and of the memories that lie so
visibly on its landscape?

"The thing that initially most strikes one about Kennecott is just
how western it is. Despite its far northern location, nearly everything
about it evokes the West. Its remote rocky valley, ringed by snow-
capped peaks, could lie only on the sunset side of the Mississippi River.
Although it inverts the dryness that characterizes large parts of the
arid West, it shares with the rest of the region a2 more fundamental
trait: a climate of extremes. It has too much cold, too much rain and
snow, too much and too little sun to be mistaken for anywhere else
on the continent. People living under these conditions must adopt
very different survival strategies from those in the gentler East. Because
the climate is so severe, relatively few people can live here. Even at
the height of its mining operations, the population density of the val-
ley was minuscule, with virtually all its inhabitants clustering in two
towns and four mines. This distribution of people mimicked in min-
iature the West as a whole, where large cities remain separated by
vast stretches of relatively empty land. In much the same way Ken-
necott’s resource-extractive economy mimicked that of many other parts
of the region. Finally, these ruins evoke one of the most familiar pat-
terns of western settlement, the boom-and-bust economy that can cre-
ate and destroy cornmunities almost overnight. If one wanted a case
study for thinking about environmental change in the West as a whole,
one could do a lot worse than to make the long journey to Kennecott.

What happened at this place, and the way it became connected
to the rest of the world, provide a classic study in the environmental
history of western North America. In exploring Kennecott’s changing
environment, we ask questions that have a significance beyond this
place, for they point to new ways of thinking about the West as a
region, new ways of approaching environmental history in other times
and other places.® In posing them, we seek to integrate three broad
elements: the ecology of people as organisms sharing the universe with
many other organisrns, the political economy of people as social beings
reshaping nature and one another to produce their collective life, and
the cultural values of people as storytelling creatures struggling to find
the meaning of their place in the world. Our goal in peering through
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these three lenses is to see how environmental change relates to other
changes in human societies. The special task of environmental histo-
rians is to tell stories that carry us back and forth across the boundary
between people and nature to reveal just how culturally constructed
that boundary is—and how dependent upon natural systems it remains.
As we seek to understand Kennecott, the questions we ask must show
us the paths out of town—the connections between this lonely place
and the rest of the world—for only by walking those paths can we
reconnect this ghost community to the circumstances that created it.

One starting point, obviously, is the environment itself. It makes
good sense to follow the geographer’s lead and ask questions that map
the natural features of the place called Kennecott. One looks at its
climate to determine its temperatures (cold), its total precipitation (high),
its annual growing season (short). One learns about its bedrock, its
minerals, its soils. One identifies the plant species that make up its
vegetation and the animal species that constitute its food chain. One
gathers data about the microorganisms that infect the people and other
creatures that live here. One maps out the flow of its rivers, the depth
of its water table, the slopes of its topography, and all the other phys-
ical characteristics that might somehow be relevant to human life. The
end product is a kind of atlas showing what is distinctive about the
environment of this particular place.’

The chief danger in this approach is that it all too easily produces
an endless accumulation of details with no order, no hierarchy, no
analytical value beyond mere description. All too many regional his-
tories and geographies, in the West and elsewhere, begin with a dry,
dead chapter on “environment” that recites innumerable minutiae about
climate, soil, and vegetation without the slightest indication of why
they matter to history. Often they don’t matter: the author forgets
most of them as soon as the chapter is over, never bothering to explore
their relevance to the rest of the narrative. The bankruptcy of such an
approach should be self-evident. The chief innovation of environmen-
tal history has been to assert that discussions of natural context cannot
be relegated to an isolated chapter but must be integral to the human
history of which they are so fundamental a part.

Cataloging the environment, then, is only the beginning of our
work. The deeper task is to connect it to the people who live within
it. To do so, we might simply ask what those people eat. The food
we put in our mouths, digest in our intestines, and excrete back into
the environment is one of our most intimate ties to the natural world.
Much of our social life is devoted to acquiring and consuming it. Qur
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if the animals were generous in their gifts—a small band could capture
enough ground squirrels and the occasional emaciated moose to make
it through the winter without great suffering. If not, starvation was a
constant possibility. In 1828 the winter failure of the caribou herds
brought death to more than one hundred natives in the Copper River
valley."” When Lieutenant Henry Allen made the first American
exploration through this country, during the late winter of 1885, he
found hungry native families scrounging for food wherever he went.
Allen’s own group, dizzy with hunger and barely able to crawl, was
eventually reduced to eating rotten moose meat, which they con-
sumed as eagerly as the starving natives. As one member of the expe-
dition reported, “it tasted good, maggots and all.”8

Not just food is affected by the seasonal cycling of the ecosystem.
Virtually everything a human community does—its shelter, its cloth-
ing, its work, its rituals—reflects the wheel of the seasons. An envi-
ronmental historian needs to track each of these elements and reconstruct
their connections to the natural world. Take travel, for instance. Alas-
ka’s peculiar climate and soils make it extremely difficult to move
through the interior during spring and fall, when mud, floods, and
unreliable ice encourage everyone to stay at home. (In this it has much
in common with other parts of the West; migrants on the famed Ore-
gon and California trails faced many of the same seasonal problems.)
Alaskan travel is easiest when rivers are open and not so flooded that
boat travel becomes too dangerous, or in deep winter, when the rivers
are frozen and can serve as highways for sled travel. This meant that
groups like the Ahtnas could make extended journeys only at well-
defined times of the year. When Lieutenant Allen set out from the
mouth of the Copper River, traders there were expecting upstream
natives to appear any day with their winter fur catch, taking advan-
tage of the last reliable ice before the river broke up and travel became
impossible. '

Allen himself faced the same challenge. He and his men began
their journey with nearly half a ton of supplies but quickly learned
that there was no way to move so heavy a burden on sleds across the
unreliable snow and ice of the March landscape. Within three days of
starting, they had jettisoned nearly half their load. All that remained
in the way of food were 150 pounds of flour, 100 pounds of beans, 40
pounds of rice, two sides of bacon, 15 pounds of tea, and small quan-
tities of beef extract, deviled ham, and chocolate.?® The list of provi-
sions is ecologically suggestive, for there is nothing Alaskan about it.
Allen’s food quickly gave out, so that he and his men soon found
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themselves, as Alaskans said, “living upon the country,” but his orig-
inal intention had been to survive on the stored food he had imported
from Outside.?' This in turn opens up a profoundly important set of
questions for environmental history and the history of the West.
Living upon the country or importing from Outside: These are
the two most basic human choices about how to live in a particular
place. From the many objects and organisms around them, people

identify a certain subset as “resources,” things to be drawn into the

human community and turned to useful ends. Some become food,
some are burned for warmth, some are fabricated into clothing and
tools, some serve as markers of wealth and status, some express beauty,
some become holy, and most become a mixture of these things. Ask-
ing how people partition an ecosystem into a resource base shows us
the boundaries they draw between useful and useless things. Just so
do they define a2 unique human place in nature, a unique way of being
in the world.

Some of these resources are of interest to more than just local
people. Among the many human actions that produce environmental
change, few are more important than trade. When people exchange
things in their immediate vicinity for things that can only be obtained
elsewhere, they impose a new set of meanings on the local landscape
and connect it to a wider world. In so doing, they invent what one
might call new paths out of town. These increase the chance that the
local environment will begin to change in response to outside forces,
so that trade becomes a powerful new source of ecological change.

When transport systems and markets are limited, the resources
that enter into them and travel farthest tend to be light, low in bulk,
and highly valuable. It is no accident that early trade networks in
many parts of the globe concentrated on spices, rare foods, precious
metals, and furs. This was true throughout the West—one finds salt,
coffee, alcohol, gold, and skins being traded everywhere—and it was
true in the subarctic North.?? Natives from interior Alaska exchanged
furs and fish with natives in coastal areas long before Europeans ever
visited the region, thereby linking the resources of two broad ecolog-
ical zones.?> Such exchanges were not necessarily peaceful. Coastal
Chugach Eskimos from time to time made raiding expeditions nearly
to the source of the Copper River to pillage Ahtna settlements, rob
food caches, and kidnap women.?* Viewed ecologically, raids and
conflicts of this sort often express many of the same values that under-
pin trade.

Although these “exchanges” might link communities hundreds of

37






