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CHAPTER II

Alaska and Western Canada
The outbreak of war in Europe caused

the United States to look to its Atlantic
defenses but created little apprehension
regarding the security of Alaska. General
Staff planners believed that the undevel-
oped state of the Territory, poor means of
communications, rugged terrain, and ad-
verse climate made unlikely the operation
of major land forces in Alaska and that air
or land invasion of the United States via
Alaska was not to be expected. Although
the possibility of surprise aggression ex-
isted, they anticipated that any such
enemy action would be minor and in all
probability confined to the Aleutian
Islands and the shores of the Gulf of
Alaska. The key to the defense of Alaska,
therefore, appeared to be the control of
Kodiak, Sitka, and the Unalaska-Dutch
Harbor area, where the development of
naval bases was contemplated, and of
Anchorage and Fairbanks, which could be
developed as air bases and maintain a
small, mobile air-ground team. Protected
by a superior Pacific fleet, the bases could
be defended by small Army garrisons and
by aircraft capable of carrying effective
action as far south as Ketchikan and as far
west as Kiska.1

Strategy and the Development
of Transportation

In line with this concept there was,
beginning in mid-1940, a limited strength-

ening of Alaska's defenses. A gradual
build-up of Army forces at Anchorage and
Fairbanks was undertaken, and small
garrisons were established at Kodiak,
Sitka, and Dutch Harbor, at covering air-
fields at Annette Island and Yakutat, and
at Nome on the west coast of Alaska. Col.
(later Lt. Gen.) Simon B. Buckner, Jr.,
was appointed commander of U.S. Army
troops on 9 July 1940, and later headed
the Alaska Defense Command (ADC), ac-
tivated on 1 March 1941, with head-
quarters at Fort Richardson, Anchorage.
The ADC came under the Western De-
fense Command, which like its prede-
cessor, the Ninth Corps Area, embraced
the U.S. west coast and Alaska. Expan-
sion was accelerated somewhat as a result
of the German invasion of the Soviet
Union in June 1941 and renewed Japa-
nese aggression in Southeast Asia, and by
the end of the year Army strength in
Alaska had reached 23,798.2

Meanwhile, construction was begun on
an air line of communications between the
United States and Alaska. Upon the rec-
ommendation of the Permanent Joint
Board on Defense, established by the

1 1st Ind, WPD to CG Fourth Army, 10 Oct 39,
WPD 3512-39 through 3512-49 Alaska Devel and
Settlement; Rpt, 15 Aug 40, sub: Defense of Naval
Bases at Sitka and Kodiak, JB 313, Ser 650, ADC 611
Rds II, KCRC AGO.

2 MS, WDC, History of the Western Defense Com-
mand, 17 Mar 41-30 Sep 45, Vol. I, Ch. I, pp. 2-6,
OCMH Files.
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United States and Canada in August
1940, work was begun on a chain of air-
fields extending across western Canada to
Fairbanks. This construction program
was nearing completion at the end of
1941.3

The defensive concept, predicated on
U.S. naval supremacy, was rudely shaken
by the Pearl Harbor attack. It was then
feared that Japanese submarine action
might endanger the sea lanes to Alaska
and that enemy possession of bases in the
Aleutians or on the shores of the Gulf of
Alaska might cut the sea lines of supply
from the U.S. west coast. At the same
time, completion and expansion of the
chain of airfields in western Canada and
Alaska became an urgent necessity. To
facilitate the operation and supply of
these airfields, and to provide an emer-
gency land route to Alaska in the event of
enemy interference on the sea lanes, the
War Department undertook the construc-
tion of the Alaska Highway. Also, surveys
were made to determine the feasibility of
building a railroad via the Rocky Moun-
tain Trench from Prince George, British
Columbia, to Fairbanks; the Canol
Project, designed to tap western Canadian
oil resources to supply aviation and motor
fuel to western Canada and Alaska, was
initiated; and studies were made regard-
ing the development of river and winter
road routes to supply stations that would
be cut off in the event the Bering Sea or
the Gulf of Alaska or both were denied to
U.S. shipping.4

While the use of alternate routes and
resources was under consideration, steps
were being taken to maintain and expand
the supply of Alaska by water. As a safety
measure, vessels were routed via the
Inside Passage, formed by the islands of
southeast Alaska, to Cape Spencer, where

convoys were formed for onward move-
ment across the open sea to stations in cen-
tral and southwest Alaska and beyond. To
ease the pressure on Seattle, the port of
embarkation for Alaska, a subport was
opened at Prince Rupert, British Co-
lumbia, and in an effort to relieve the
shortage of ocean-going vessels the Alaska
Barge Line was established to carry
cargoes from Seattle and Prince Rupert
via the Inside Passage to Juneau, and
later to Excursion Inlet, for transshipment
westward on ocean-going vessels.

As construction forces began work on
the Alaska Highway and other western
Canadian projects, the barge line also car-
ried supplies to Skagway, Alaska, the
ocean terminal connected by the White
Pass and Yukon Railroad with the high-
way at Whitehorse in the Yukon. In the
fall of 1942 Skagway was activated as a
subport of Seattle, and to expedite de-
liveries to Whitehorse the Army leased
the antiquated rail line. To command all
U.S. Army activities in western Canada
and the extension of those activities into
Alaska, including the White Pass and
Yukon Railroad and the Alaska Highway,
the Northwest Service Command (NWSC)
was established in September 1942. Col.
(later Brig. Gen.) James A. O'Connor as-
sumed command and set up his headquar-
ters at Whitehorse.

3 On air transport and other AAF operations in
Alaska and western Canada, see Graven and Cate,
AAF, I, 124-26, 147-48, 166-70, 193, 303-09, 357-
56, 361, 462-70, IV, 359-401.

4 ASF Contl Div Rpt 175, The Alaska Highway, 1
Jun 45, pp. 4-14, OCMH Files; Memo, Somervell
for CofE, 25 Mar 42, Hq NWSC and Off of Div Engr
NW Div, AG Sec 617 U.S.-Canada-Alaska RR, Rail
and Port Survey, KCRC AGO; Rpt, prepared by
com representing ASF Contl Div, OCofE, OQMG,
and CG NWSC, The Canol Project, OCMH Files;
Memo, Col Dabney O. Elliott, Dir Strategic Logistics
Div SOS, for ACofS for Opns SOS, 2 Oct 42, OCT
463.7-523.06 Alaska 41-42.
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In Alaska, meanwhile, expansion of
defensive garrisons proceeded as far as the
limited shipping permitted. Existing bases
were strengthened, new ones established,
and new airfields constructed. In early
1942, to cover Dutch Harbor, sites for air-
fields were garrisoned at Umnak Island in
the Aleutians and at Cold Bay in the
Alaska Peninsula. Other stations acti-
vated before June included Cordova, Val-
dez, and Juneau in southeast Alaska, and
Naknek off Kvichak Bay.5

Even as efforts to gird Alaska's defenses
moved forward, the Japanese launched a
two-pronged attack against Midway and
Dutch Harbor. The repulse of the enemy
at Midway (3-6 June) removed the threat
to the U.S. west coast and the Hawaiian
area and helped restore the balance of
naval power in the Pacific. The Dutch
Harbor attack (3-4 June) proved diver-
sionary and ended with the withdrawal of
Japanese forces and their occupation of
Kiska and Attu Islands in the western
Aleutians. These enemy bases lacked the
strength to threaten seriously Alaska's
security or to disrupt the sea lanes in the
Bering Sea and the Gulf of Alaska.

After the Dutch Harbor attack, the
Nome garrison was strengthened and
Army forces were stationed in the Bristol
Bay and Kuskokwim Bay areas, in the
Pribilof Islands, and at various points in
the interior of Alaska. An advance along
the Aleutian chain was begun in August
1942 with the occupation of Adak Island,
which was followed in January 1943 by
unopposed landings on Amchitka Island.
Both Adak and Amchitka were developed
as important forward bases, from which
the Japanese-held islands were subjected
to increasingly heavy air attack.

As a result of these military develop-
ments, there came into existence a large

number of scattered garrisons dependent
on water transport and, with the excep-
tion of installations served by the Alaska
Railroad and the Richardson Highway,
lacking connections with each other. By
the fall of 1943 there were in Alaska
twenty-eight ports, forty main posts or
garrisons, and over seventy locations where
troops were stationed.6

The expansion of defensive installations
was accompanied by several notable im-
provements in the field of transportation.
Additional port facilities were constructed
at Seward and Dutch Harbor. Adak, a
barren island when occupied, was devel-
oped into a port handling over 100,000
measurement tons per month. The Alaska
Railroad's civilian force was augmented
by a railway operating battalion in the
spring of 1943, and a rail extension was
completed from Portage Bay to the newly
developed port of Whittier, giving the rail-
road a new and more convenient port of
entry.

Meanwhile, the possibility of utilizing
Alaska as an overland supply route to
Siberia and/or as a base for large-scale
offensive operations had been explored. In
the latter part of 1942 the idea of a rail-
road from Canada to Alaska was revived,
together with a rail extension and pipeline
from Fairbanks to a port on the Seward
Peninsula. Also, plans were made for the
development of river and winter road
routes from Whitehorse to Fairbanks and
thence along the Yukon River to Alaska's
west coast, and for a similar project along
the Kuskokwim River. Planning for the
Alaska Highway called for the delivery of

5 G-4 Per Rpt, Hq ADC, Initial Rpt, 10 Dec 42,
pp. 3-4, AG Opns Rpts Sp 3 19.1 10 Dec 42 (2).

6 Lecture by Brig Gen Frank L. Whittaker, Dep
Comdr ADC, at A-N Staff College, Washington,
D.C., OCT HB Alaska Misc Info.
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as much as 200,000 tons monthly to Fair-
banks from the Dawson Creek and White-
horse railheads. The Canol Project, origi-
nally intended to produce crude oil at
Norman Wells in the Northwest Territories
and carry it to Whitehorse by pipeline for
refining, was expanded to include a distri-
bution pipeline system extending from
Skagway to Whitehorse and from White-
horse south to Watson Lake and north to
Fairbanks and Tanana. The chain of air-
fields was expanded, intermediate airfields
were placed under construction, and in
September 1942 an air ferry system for the
delivery of lend-lease aircraft to Siberia
was established along the airway.7

Most of the plans for large-scale trans-
portation operations were soon abandoned
or considerably deflated. By early 1943 it
was apparent that neither the plan for an
overland supply route to Siberia nor that
for major offensive action based on Alaska
would soon materialize. At the same time,
the continued availability of the sea lanes
and the improving shipping situation not
only made it possible to meet the needs of
the forces in Alaska and western Canada
more adequately, but also to provide for
the expulsion of the Japanese from the
Aleutians. The capture of Attu in May
and the unopposed landings on Kiska in
August completed this phase. Thereafter,
steps were taken to reduce Alaska to a
static, defensive garrison.

These events made unnecessary the
development of alternate overland routes.
Although an Engineer survey had upheld
the feasibility of constructing a trans-
Canadian Alaska railway, the project had
been unfavorably considered by the War
Department in November 1942 because of
the time and expense involved. Inland
waterways were developed only to a lim-
ited extent and winter roads were used

only in emergencies. The Alaska Highway,
opened as a pioneer road in November
1942 and substantially completed as an
all-weather highway in October 1943, was
used to deliver only a token amount of
matériel in Alaska beyond Fairbanks, al-
though it proved valuable in supplying
airfields and Army and civilian construc-
tion forces along the route.8

The end of the Aleutian Campaign
brought a marked reduction in Alaska's
transportation requirements. Construction
was curtailed, many garrisons and air-
fields were inactivated or placed in a care-
taker status, excess supplies were evacu-
ated or redistributed to remaining centers
of activity, and surplus troops were re-
turned to the United States for deploy-
ment to more active theaters. On the
administrative side, the ADC on 1 Novem-
ber 1943 was divorced from the WDC and
established as the Alaskan Department,
an independent command reporting direct
to Washington.

With the exception of Canol, which was
pressed to completion as a measure to re-
lieve the world-wide oil and tanker short-
age, western Canadian projects moved

7 Rpt on Survey, Trans-Canadian Alaska Railway
Location, 12 Oct 42, OCT 612-617 Alaska 41-42;
Memo, Maj Gen LeRoy Lutes, ACofS for Opns SOS,
7 Oct 42, sub: River Trans Yukon River, OCT 618-
900 Alaska 41-42; Memo, Maj Gen Wilhelm D.
Styer, CofS ASF, for CofT, 22 Mar 43, sub: NWSC
Barge Lines on Lower Yukon and Kuskokwim Rivers
in Alaska, OCT 560.1-563.4 Alaska 43; Rpt, Gen
O'Connor to CG SOS, 12 Oct 42, sub: Review Rpt,
Trans-Canadian Alaska Ry, OCT 612-617 Alaska
41-42; Ltr, Somervell to CofE, 16 Nov 42, sub: Canol
Project, NWT, Canada and Alaska, OCT 678
Alaska 44; MS, Hist Sec Alaskan Dept, Official His-
tory of the Alaskan Department (hereafter cited as
Alaskan Dept Hist), Ch. XVI, p. 360, OCMH Files.

8 Memo, Maj Gen Thomas M. Robins, Actg CofE,
for CG SOS, 7 Dec 42, sub: Trans-Canadian Alaska
Ry, Prince George, B. C., to Kobe, Alaska, ASF 39-2
Alaska 382; ASF Contl Div Rpt 175 cited n. 4, pp.
35-38.
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from a construction to a maintenance
phase in early 1944.9 As a part of a general
reorganization calculated to facilitate the
transition, a command-wide Transporta-
tion Section was established headed by Lt.
Col. Harley D. Harpold. Whereas opera-
tions in NWSC had previously been char-
acterized by a lack of centralized control
and co-ordination of the available means
of transportation, under the new set-up
the Transportation Section exercised cen-
tralized movement control and other traf-
fic management functions. At the same
time, operations were decentralized to five
transportation districts, which operated
under policies and procedures formulated
by the Transportation Section. The re-
sultant improved planning and co-ordina-
tion of movements and more efficient use
of transportation contributed to the orderly
reduction of the command.10

When Canol's production and refining
facilities were abandoned in March 1945,
the last major activity in western Canada
came to a close. Activities that were con-
tinued—maintenance of the Alaska High-
way, signal communications, and distribu-
tion pipelines; supply of the airfields; and
operation of the port of Skagway and the
White Pass and Yukon Railway—were
rapidly reduced to minor proportions. In
June 1945, when NWSC was discontinued
and its duties were turned over to the
Sixth Service Command, there were less
than 1,600 military personnel in western
Canada.11

On V-J Day, Alaska was a static defen-
sive area with a military strength of ap-
proximately 36,000. The supply of Alaska
still depended on water transportation,
supplemented by a small amount of cargo
and a considerable number of passengers
carried by air. The availability of the sea
lanes and shipping made it uneconomical

to supply Alaska in any other fashion, but
the Alaska Highway and associated proj-
ects added considerably to the area's
potential for defense in the uncertain years
ahead.

Evolution of the Transportation
Organisation in Alaska

The creation of a large number of
isolated garrisons in Alaska resulted in the
development of a decentralized command
structure. Since extremely limited com-
munications between stations made im-
possible an orthodox supply system where-
by depots were organized in depth with
rail and road nets leading to the forward
areas, post commanders were made re-
sponsible for the supply as well as the
defense of their installations. Exercising
command and supply functions normally
performed by higher headquarters, they
requisitioned most categories of supply
directly on the Seattle Port of Embarka-
tion, maintained reserves of stocks, and

9 In February 1944 NWSC headquarters and the
office of the Northwest Engineer Division were con-
solidated, and General O'Connor was replaced by
Brig. Gen. Ludson D. Worsham. Worsham, in turn,
was succeeded in May 1944 by Col. (later Brig. Gen.)
Frederick S. Strong, Jr., who continued in command
until NWSC's inactivation. On the early months of
the shift to the maintenance phase, see Rpt, CG
NWSC to CG ASF, 12 Mar 44, sub: Interim Rpt on
Curtailment of Opns . . . in NWSC, ASF 65-6 Vol.
I Policy File NWSC.

10 For details on the reorganization of transporta-
tion activities in NWSC, see Memo, Col Harpold for
Chief Hist Br OCT, sub: Responsibilities of Trans Sec
and Appointment of CofT, OCT HB NWSC.

11 Memo, Maj Gen Daniel Noce, Dir Plans and
Opns ASF, for ACofS OPD, 23 May 45, sub: Discon-
tinuance of NWSC, ASF Plng Div A46-839 Vol. X
Gen NWSC; STM-30, Strength of the Army, 1 Dec
45, p. 63. Residual transportation functions were as-
signed by the Sixth Service Command to the Ed-
monton Transportation District (formerly Edmonton
Rail Regulating Station) in July 1945. See Harpold
memo cited n. 10.
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assumed administrative and operational
control over all service and ground troops.
Each post tended to become a self-con-
tained installation subject to a minor
degree of co-ordination from ADC head-
quarters.12

Before the Pearl Harbor attack, Army
transportation operations were confined
largely to the ports. In August 1941 there
was a total of six Quartermaster officers
serving as Assistant Superintendents,
Army Transport Service, one each located
at Seward, Sitka, Dutch Harbor, Chilkoot
Barracks, Annette Island, and Yakutat.
These officers handled ATS functions in
addition to their other duties. Labor was
provided by civilians, where available, or
by troops detailed by the post com-
manders.13

The first command-wide ATS organiza-
tion emerged shortly after Pearl Harbor.
With the expansion of defensive garrisons,
the Army Engineers chartered floating
equipment from canning firms and other
commercial interests in order to move
construction personnel and materials to
new stations and to handle lighterage and
other harbor activities. The Officer in
Charge of Alaska Construction was made
responsible for the operation of this equip-
ment and accordingly was designated
Superintendent, Army Transport Service.

Effective 1 July 1942, the ATS was
divorced from the Engineers and placed
under the administrative jurisdiction of
the ADC Quartermaster Section. An ATS
superintendent was assigned, assuming
responsibility for all floating equipment
formerly under the Engineers, and ar-
rangements were made to bring all harbor
boats in ADC under his control. Toward
the end of the year a Transportation Sec-
tion was established on the special staff of

ADC headquarters at Fort Richardson,
and the ATS superintendent was made
part of this section.14

The ATS superintendent was primarily
a staff officer responsible for co-ordinating
vessel movements within the command,
the control of ports remaining a function
of post commanders. Consequently, there
evolved during 1942 a large number of
widely distributed, unconnected or loosely
connected ATS units, known in ADC as
"outports." Lacking authorized Tables of
Organization, the typical ATS outport was
staffed by a few military and civilian per-
sonnel furnished from local sources. Port
labor was sometimes provided by organ-
ized port companies, but more often work
was performed by details from tactical
troops. ATS units, port companies, and
other personnel were under the control of
the post commanders.

Improvisation and the use of garrison
troops provided relatively efficient opera-
tion of Alaskan ports, but by late 1942 the
growing volume of shipping made it nec-
essary to increase outport staffs, bring in
qualified transportation personnel, and
provide for a larger degree of co-ordina-
tion in shipping and port activities. In
December 1942 the War Department ap-
proved an ADC request for an allotment
of forty-four officers, including an ATS
superintendent qualified in shipping and
harbor operations, and assistant superin-
tendents and other officers to supervise

12 G-4 Per Rpt, Hq ADC, Initial Rpt, 10 Dec 42,
pp. 1-2.

13 Rpt, Maj R. W. Smith to TQMG, 28 Aug 41,
sub: List of Commissioned Officers—Water Trans,
OCT 121.3-230.7 Alaska 41-42.

14 Trans Sv Hist Rcd, Jul 42, Supt ATS, Ft. Rich-
ardson, Alaska, 8 Aug 42, OCT HB Alaska Corres;
Alaskan Dept Hist, Ch. VIII; G-4 Per Rpt, Hq ADC,
Initial Rpt, 10 Dec 42, p. 7.
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cargo handling and harbor craft operation
and maintenance at the outports.15

About this time General Buckner placed
a request with the War Department for a
chief of transportation for ADC. In Janu-
ary 1943 Colonel Noble, who had com-
manded the 12th Port at Churchill, Mani-
toba, was selected by the Chief of Trans-
portation in Washington. Upon arrival at
ADC headquarters, Noble was disap-
pointed to find that he was not to assume
over-all direction of transportation opera-
tions. Brig. Gen. Frank L. Whittaker,
newly appointed Deputy Commander,
ADC, responsible inter alia for logistical
operations, believed that water transpor-
tation was so important that it would
require Noble's full attention. Conse-
quently, Noble served solely as ATS super-
intendent. Maj. (later Col.) Reuben W.
Smith, heading the ADC Transportation
Section, was retained to deal primarily
with rail operations. In practice, both men
acted as staff officers to General Whittaker,
who exercised general supervision over
transportation operations.

As Superintendent, ATS, Noble gave
the outports a larger degree of guidance
and instituted measures to control the flow
of traffic. ATS outport units at twenty-
three ports were expanded and revitalized;
War Department approval of manning
tables was obtained for ATS outport head-
quarters, harbor craft detachments, ma-
rine way units, and maintenance platoons;
marine repair facilities were placed under
construction at Adak, Seward, and Fort
Glenn and a floating repair shop was
secured from Seattle; maintenance pla-
toons were assigned to the principal ports;
and training schools for harbor boat per-
sonnel were activated. By August 1943 the
ATS was beginning to take its place as a

highly important operating unit of ADC.16

Despite his success in effecting consider-
able improvement in the ATS organiza-
tion, Colonel Noble was dissatisfied with
his status in the command. He found that
his authority was not only restricted by
General Whittaker's supervision, but also
by the supervision exercised by post com-
manders, several General Staff officers, the
ADC Transportation officer, officials of
the WDC, and the Seattle Port of Embar-
kation. His basic difficulty was that of
developing an integrated ATS organiza-
tion when control of ports was decentral-
ized to officers appointed by and responsi-
ble to post commanders. Noble could give
technical guidance to Assistant Superin-
tendents, ATS, but could exert influence
over port commanders only through Gen-
eral Whittaker. Although Whittaker was
willing to correct situations where port
commanders did not permit assistant
superintendents to function properly, he
insisted that the ATS superintendent
should not infringe on the control of ports
by post commanders.17

Noble advocated the establishment of a
centralized transportation organization

15 Ltr, Col E. P. Post, CofS ADC, to CG WDC and
Fourth Army, 1 Oct 42, sub: Pers for ATS, Alaska,
OCT 240-330.4 Alaska 41-42; 2d Ind, WD AGO to
CG WDC, 2 Dec 42, OPD 320.2 ADC Sec IV Cases
142 to 206; Ltr, Lt Col Curtis A. Noble, Supt ATS
ADC, to Gen Wylie, ACofT, 25 Feb 43, OCT HB
Alaskan Dept Orgn of ATS.

16 Ltrs, Noble to Wylie, 25 Feb 43, 6 Aug 43, and
2d Ind, AGO to CG WDC, 7 Jun 43, OCT HB
Alaskan Dept Orgn of ATS; Memo, Wylie for Gross,
10 Aug 43, sub: Trans in Alaska, OCT HB Wylie
Alaska.

17 Noble ltrs cited n. 16; Ltrs, Noble to Wylie, 29
Mar, 7 Apr, and 4 May 43, OCT 333.1 Alaska;
Check Slip, Hq ADC, Note IV, Whittaker to Supt
ATS, 5 Aug 43, sub: Inspection of Ports at Camp
Earle and Shemya by Supt ATS ADC, OCT HB
Alaskan Dept Orgn of ATS.
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exercising direct control over shipping,
port, rail, and other transportation activi-
ties. Instead, ADC in August 1943 issued
directives that made some progress in cen-
tralizing ATS activities, but that in other
respects proved disappointing to him. ATS
was made a separate command and was
designated the responsible agency for the
management, operation, and maintenance
of all vessels in Alaskan waters and for
their routing and berthing. The assistant
superintendents and the units under their
control, including outport headquarters,
harbor craft detachments, and marine
way and maintenance units, were placed
under the ATS superintendent for techni-
cal direction, but remained under the
administrative and operational control of
post commanders. At the same time, the
ATS superintendent was removed from
the ADC special staff, and the ADC Trans-
portation Section was announced as the
special staff agency dealing with transpor-
tation matters. Control of troop and cargo
movements was given to G-3 and G-4
respectively, and post commanders were
authorized to use, without reference to
ADC headquarters, any transport facility
serving their posts.18

The creation of an independent ATS
was a step forward, but Noble maintained
that he had been denied essential func-
tions, which were retained by various
members of the General Staff and the
ADC transportation officer. Disappointed
because he had never been permitted to
function as ADC chief of transportation
and believing that the ATS had grown
into an efficient organization only in the
face of "continual interference" and "op-
position to policies which would allow the
Superintendent, ATS to establish and exer-
cise normal prerogatives," Noble was

convinced that his usefulness in Alaska
had ended.19

Colonel Noble was transferred from
Alaska and was succeeded in September
1943 by Col. Joe Nickell, a Field Artillery
officer who had been port commander at
Adak, Attu, and Shemya Islands. At that
time Transportation Corps strength in
Alaska attained a wartime peak. On
1 October there were 1,917 troops and
several hundred civilians serving with ATS
and outport headquarters, harbor craft
detachments, marine way units, and main-
tenance platoons. In addition, four port
battalion headquarters and seventeen port
companies, aggregating 4,000 men, were
stationed at the major year-round ports,
and 1,168 railway troops were working on
the Alaska Railroad. Regardless of defi-
ciencies, much progress had been made in
expanding transportation operations in
the command.20

Under Colonel Nickell the conflict
between centralized and decentralized
control of port operations was resolved.
The functions of port commander and
Assistant Superintendent, ATS, were com-
bined and assigned to experienced Trans-
portation Corps officers wherever possible.
This was eventually accomplished at all
the major western Aleutian ports except
Amchitka, where an Infantry officer de-
tailed to the Transportation Corps had
done an excellent job and was retained. At
ports with an almost purely transportation

18 GO 129 and Staff Memo 220, Hq ADC, 1 Aug
43, OCT HB Alaskan Dept Orgn of SOS.

19 Ltr, Noble to Wylie, 6 Aug 43, OCT HB Alaskan
Dept Orgn of ATS.

20 Paraphrase of Rad, 19 Sep 43, CM-IN 14175,
OCT HB Alaskan Dept Orgn of ATS; History of
Transportation Developments Within the Alaska De-
fense Command (hereafter cited as ADC Trans Hist),
Rpt II, Transportation Corps Personnel and Units,
OCT HB Alaska.
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mission, such as Whittier, Seward, and
Nenana, Transportation officers were as-
signed either as post commanders or ex-
ecutive officers to the commanders. In
this manner, the Superintendent, ATS,
was able to give centralized direction to a
decentralized operation.21

Integration of transportation functions
was also accomplished at ADC headquar-
ters. Retaining his position as ATS super-
intendent, Nickell was appointed Chief of
Transportation and Traffic Manager, Alas-
kan Department, in March 1944, assum-
ing responsibility for the control and co-
ordination of all transportation facilities
and military traffic under the jurisdiction
of the Commanding General, Alaskan De-
partment, and for arrangements for air
movement of personnel and cargo. Colonel
Smith, previously transportation officer on
the Alaskan Department's special staff,
became assistant chief of transportation.
When motor transport on the Alaskan
portion of the Alaska Highway was trans-
ferred to the Alaskan Department in June
1944, Nickell took control of this activity,
and arranged for commercial truckers to
handle the minor traffic flowing from Fair-
banks to the Alaskan-Canadian border.

Water transportation remained Colonel
Nickell's chief responsibility, including
port operation, intratheater shipping, and
the operation, maintenance, and repair of
floating equipment. Motor transportation
activities were negligible, and after much
delay most railway troops were evacuated
in the spring of 1945. At the war's end,
Transportation Corps strength in the Alas-
kan Department, including the Transpor-
tation Section and ATS headquarters,
fifteen outport headquarters, harbor craft
personnel, ship repair and maintenance
units, supply personnel, and port troops,

was approximately 3,000 officers and en-
listed men and 500 civilians—a sizable
number when compared with the small
total military establishment in Alaska.22

Shipping—The Key to the Supply
of Alaska

From a transportation point of view,
Alaska was not a peninsula but an island
linked with the continent by sea and air.
Since the Territory produced little locally
for its own support, the military as well as
the civilian population depended heavily
on shipping from the U.S. west coast. The
supply of the Army in Alaska was initially
maintained by a small fleet of government-
owned and government-chartered vessels
operated by the ATS at the San Francisco
Port of Embarkation. In the first year of
the build-up, ending 30 June 1941, that
port shipped approximately 210,000 meas-
urement tons to Alaska. Most of this
cargo was delivered to Seward for local
use and for rail distribution to bases under
development in the Anchorage-Fairbanks
area, with small tonnages going to Kodiak,
Sitka, and other southeast Alaskan ports.
The nine vessels in service in July 1941
were of small capacity, had seen long serv-
ice, and in most instances had a top speed
of below ten knots.

Seattle was established as a subport of
San Francisco in August 1941, and as-
sumed responsibility for shipments to
Alaska. In the last six months of the year
the ATS fleet was increased, and approxi-
mately 330,000 measurement tons, des-

21 Ltr, Nickell to Maj Mark C. Collarino, Overseas
Opns Gp OCT, 24 Aug 44, OCT HB Alaska.

22 GO 52, Hq Alaskan Dept, 18 Mar 44, KCRC
AGO; G-4 Per Rpts, Hq Alaskan Dept, qtrs ending
31 Dec 43, 31 Mar 44, 30 Jun 44, 31 Mar 45, 30 Sep
45, AG Opns Rpts 319.1.
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tined largely for Alaska, were shipped from
Seattle. Building materials for the Corps
of Engineers made up 60 percent of this
tonnage.23

The attack on Pearl Harbor greatly
complicated shipping problems. The ne-
cessity for routing vessels through the
Inside Passage and convoying them for-
ward from Cape Spencer lengthened sea
voyages and slowed deliveries. The num-
ber of Alaskan stations served by Seattle
increased from 12 in December 1941 to 38
in October 1942. Most destination ports
had extremely limited facilities, so that
cargo discharge was slow and ships' turn-
around time unduly long.

In the first months after Pearl Harbor
the Army, engaged in strengthening its
defenses in other vital areas and in secur-
ing the lines of communications to the
Philippines and Australia, could make few
additional vessels available for the Alaska
run. In January 1942 the ATS at Seattle,
which had been made a primary port of
embarkation independent of San Francis-
co, was operating six government-owned
and ten bareboat-chartered vessels capa-
ble of delivering 55,000 measurement tons
a month. Since 106,000 measurement tons
a month plus space for personnel were
needed, supplies began to pile up at
Seattle.24

When the local War Shipping Adminis-
tration (WSA) representative attempted
to effect the return to their owners of ships
on bareboat charter to the ATS, Seattle,
the Army objected and a lively contro-
versy ensued. The Western Defense Com-
mand proposed that all vessels engaged in
the supply of Alaska be placed under mili-
tary control, but the War Department
considered this impracticable. Instead,
Transportation Corps and WSA officials
in Washington arranged a compromise

whereby vessels already under bareboat
charter to ATS would remain in that
status; other commercial vessels in the
Alaskan service would continue to be
manned and operated by their owners,
and WSA would allocate them to the
Army, the Navy, or civilian agencies as re-
quired. Those ships allocated to the Army
were loaded and directed to their destina-
tions by the ATS.25

The transports owned and chartered by
the Army plus those allocated to it by
WSA were insufficient to carry the bur-
den. The situation grew serious after April
1942, as demands arising from construc-
tion work on the Alaska Highway and
other western Canadian projects were
added to Alaskan requirements. To allevi-
ate the shortage, six vessels were diverted
from other services to the Alaskan run. In
addition, the ATS at Seattle arranged for
fishing vessels to carry Army cargo to
southeastern Alaskan ports upon their de-
parture for fishing banks in the area;
chartered a few Canadian vessels and
available space on commercial vessels;
utilized tugs, barges, and vessels unsuit-
able for ocean duty to deliver cargo to In-
side Passage ports; and arranged for naval
vessels to carry some Army cargo. In July

23 Memo of Rcd, Jackson, 11 Aug 41, sub: USAT
Alaskan Sv, OCT HB Ocean Trans Alaska; Ltr, Col
Thomas J. Weed, Supt ATS SPE, to TQMG, 17 Feb
42, OCT HB Ocean Trans Alaska; SPE Hist Rpt IV,
p. 1, OCT HB SPE.

24 Rpt, Brig Gen Eley P. Denson, CG SPE, to Contl
Div OCT, 8 Nov 42, sub: Rpt on Adm Devels, OCT
HB SPE Corres; SPE Hist Rpt VIII, pp. 1-2, OCT
HB SPE; Memo, Gross for CG SOS, 15 Mar 42, sub:
Trans of Material to SW Alaska, ASF 39-2 Alaska
384.

25 Ltr, Lt Gen John L. De Witt, CG WBC and
Fourth Army, to CG SOS, 10 Mar 42, sub: Ships for
the Sup of Alaska, OCT 555-561.1 Alaska 41-42; Ltr,
Somervell to CG WBC, 11 Mar 42, same sub, OCT
544.3-563.8 Seattle 41-42; Memo, OCT for OPB, 5
May 42, sub: Purchase of Vessels by ATS, OCT
523.07-554.4 Alaska 41-42.
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1942 Alaska Barge Line operations were
instituted to deliver materials from Seattle
and Prince Rupert to Juneau for trans-
shipment westward on ocean-going vessels.
In this fashion, water shipments to Alaska
and western Canada were increased from
50,347 measurement tons in December
1941 to 234,287 measurement tons in
October 1942. In the same period over
64,000 troops were transported by water
to Alaskan and western Canadian
stations.26

By November 1942, twenty-nine U.S.-
owned and U.S.-chartered vessels in the
Alaskan service, supplemented by barges,
fishing vessels and WSA-allocated ships,
were meeting minimum requirements, but
they did not deliver sufficient tonnage to
overcome the general shortage of housing,
construction materials, and other supplies.
With shipping barely adequate for de-
fensive purposes, tactical operations were
possible only after careful logistical plan-
ning. When Adak was occupied in August
1942, shipping was phased so that vessels
did not arrive faster than they could be
discharged. Later in the year, the War
Department's diversion of several vessels
from the Alaskan run to meet lend-lease
commitments to the Soviet Union caused
the cancellation of plans to occupy Tanaga
Island in the Aleutians. Most of this ship-
ping was soon replaced, but the incident
indicated the narrow margin on which the
Army operated in Alaska.27

During the first half of 1943, the ship-
ping situation steadily improved. Port
facilities at Seattle and Prince Rupert and
in Alaska were expanded, and the world-
wide shipping shortage eased somewhat.
In May approximately a hundred Army
transports and commercial vessels were on
the Alaska run, as well as tugs, barges,
and other floating equipment.28 Water de-

liveries attained an all-time high in July,
when Seattle and Prince Rupert shipped
364,106 measurement tons to Alaska and
western Canada. In this period shipping
was also made available for new tactical
operations, which culminated in the Kiska
landings in August 1943.

With the ensuing curtailment of activ-
ities and the consequent reduction of mili-
tary strength in Alaska and western
Canada, water shipments fell off steadily,
averaging about 54,000 measurement tons
monthly in late 1944. By the end of the
year, Army troops in Alaska had been re-
duced from a peak of 150,000 in August
1943 to 52,000, while military personnel
in NWSC had decreased from 24,000 to
2,400. At the war's close, water deliveries
were on the order of 30,000 measurement
tons a month. Vessels from the zone of in-
terior were then calling at six major Alas-
kan ports, from which passengers and
cargo were transshipped to other stations
by vessels under theater control.29

Development of Subports for Seattle

The build-up of Alaskan defenses fol-
lowing the Pearl Harbor attack was re-
tarded by congestion at the Seattle Port of

26 Memo, Maj Norman H. Vissering, Chief Traffic
Sec OCT, for Col McGinley, 9 May 42, OCT HB
Ocean Trans Alaska; Ltr, Weed to CofT, 26 May 42,
sub: Vessels Operating out of SPE, OCT 544.3-563.4
Seattle 41-42. For statistics on water deliveries to
Alaska and western Canada see Alaskan Dept Hist,
App. I, Water Transportation, Pt. I, Tab. 6.

27 SPE Hist Rpt VII, p. 6, OCT HB SPE; G-4 Per
Rpt, Hq ADC, Initial Rpt, 10 Dec 42, pp. 13-14; Ltr,
DeWitt to CofS, 1 Dec 42, sub: Shipping Rqmts for
Alaska, OCT 565.4 Alaska 41-42; Memo, Maj Gen
Thomas T. Handy, ACofS, for TAG, 12 Dec 42, same
sub, OPD 565.4 Sec I, Cases 1-36.

28 ADC Trans Hist, Rpt I, General, OCT HB.
29 G-4 Per Rpts, Hq Alaskan Dept, qtr ending 31

Dec 43, pp. 1-2, qtr ending 30 Jun 44, p. 2, qtr end-
ing 30 Sep 45, p. 6, AG Opns Rpts 319.1; STM-30,
Strength of the Army, 1 Dec 45, pp. 62-63.
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Embarkation as well as the shipping
shortage. The rail net leading into Seattle,
the terminal facilities, and the port per-
sonnel were inadequate immediately to
handle the accelerated movement of
troops, supplies, and equipment. In an
effort to relieve the burden on Seattle and
to increase the lift to Alaska, a number of
subports were established in western
Canada and southeastern Alaska.

The first and most important of the sub-
ports was Prince Rupert, British Colum-
bia, situated almost 600 miles north of
Seattle at the western terminus of the
Canadian National Railway. With Can-
ada's consent, the subport was officially
activated on 6 April 1942, for the purpose
of shipping to southeast Alaskan stations
cargo that could be routed to it by rail
from eastern and central United States as
well as a smaller amount delivered by ves-
sel, barge, and rail from Seattle. Imme-
diately available at Prince Rupert were
leased docks capable of berthing three ves-
sels, a transit shed, limited open and closed
storage space, and a small group of two
officers and twenty-six civilians who had
handled the salvage and reshipment of the
cargo of a transport grounded nearby.
Steps were taken to augment port person-
nel and construct additional port facilities,
and tugs, barges, and small Canadian ves-
sels were chartered or obtained from Seat-
tle to supplement the ocean-going vessels
operating out of the port. Installations to
handle ammunition were leased at Wat-
son Island, twelve miles from Prince
Rupert, and a staging area was placed
under construction three miles beyond at
Port Edward.30

Prince Rupert's development was
slower than expected, the port shipping
forward less than 50,000 measurement
tons and fewer than 3,000 troops in its first

ten months of operation. The scarcity of
local labor and materials retarded con-
struction, and a shortage of floating equip-
ment limited traffic. Operations were
further handicapped in the winter of
1942-43 by congestion on the Canadian
railways, which were overtaxed with sup-
plies for the Alaska Highway and Canol
as well as for Prince Rupert. In the ab-
sence of centralized traffic control, freight
car movements were un-co-ordinated,
and agencies concerned, both contractor
and military, diverted and unloaded cars
without regard to consignee or owner-
ship of the freight. As a result, individual
cars meandered along the line all the
way from Waterways to Edmonton, Daw-
son Creek, and Prince Rupert, before
they were either unloaded or trans-
shipped. Some semblance of order ap-
peared with the establishment in Novem-
ber 1942 of a Rail Regulating Station at
Edmonton, but the tie-up could not be
materially eased until March 1943, when
a temporary embargo was placed on rail
shipments into Canada.31

Operations began to improve in the late
spring and summer of 1943 as rail conges-
tion was reduced and construction pro-
gressed. Three new berths for vessels and
three barge berths were completed, a dock
apron, a transit shed, and storage space
were added, and by midyear housing for
3,000 men was provided at the Port Ed-
ward staging area. With increased facil-
ities available, Prince Rupert in March

30 Unless otherwise cited, the section on Prince
Rupert is based upon: Rpt, 1st Lt Theodore G. Wear,
Jr., History of the Subport of Embarkation at Prince
Rupert to 30 September 1942, and subsequent hist
rpts, OCT HB SPE Prince Rupert Subport; SPE Hist
Rpts V and XXX, OCT HB SPE.

31 NWSC First Semi-Annual Rpt, Jan 44, p. 8, AG
Opns Rpts 91 SCI-0.3 (1596) M, 25 Sep 42-1 Jan 44;
Harpold memo cited n. 10.
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1943 was assigned direct responsibility for
the supply of Alaskan stations southward
from Yakutat, including the Excursion
Inlet barge terminal, and for water deliv-
eries to forces in western Canada through
Skagway. Port traffic increased steadily,
hitting a peak in July 1943, when Prince
Rupert shipped forward approximately
95,000 measurement tons, received about
47,000 measurement tons by rail and
water, and handled over 12,600 military
and civilian personnel arrivals and de-
partures. Staffed by some 3,900 troops and
civilians, the subport then had operating
responsibility for 17 cargo vessels of 60,000
measurement tons capacity, 17 tugs, and
scows with a capacity of 22,000 measure-
ment tons.

Water shipments dropped to 38,518
measurement tons in August and contin-
ued to decrease despite the fact that Prince
Rupert was given the added responsibility
in December of supplying the stations
served by the Alaska Railroad. While the
curtailment of activities in Alaska and
western Canada materially reduced the
port's value, the fact that Seattle was being
groomed to play a major part in support
of Pacific operations made advisable
Prince Rupert's retention as a reserve port
ready to take over the entire supply of
Alaska should Seattle become overbur-
dened. In the summer of 1944 the port
was reduced in strength and nonessential
installations were placed on a stand-by
basis. Prince Rupert continued in oper-
ation as an outport of Seattle throughout
the war, shipping to Alaska and the Pa-
cific Ocean Areas such supplies as could
economically be laid down at the port.32

Like Prince Rupert, the Juneau and
Excursion Inlet subports had their genesis
in the shipping crisis of early 1942.
Alarmed by the growing backlog of con-

struction materials needed for the devel-
opment of new bases in southwestern
Alaska, the district engineer at Seattle
proposed making large-scale barge deliv-
eries via the Inside Passage to a terminal
in the vicinity of Cape Spencer, where
cargo would be transferred to ocean-going
vessels for westward delivery. By cutting
in half the voyages of transports, the barge
operation would greatly increase the
amount of cargo they could deliver to
Alaska.

The plan was adopted by Western De-
fense Command and received War De-
partment approval in May 1942. The
Army Engineers thereupon undertook a
survey to determine the best site for a ter-
minal and the construction required. The
Seattle port commander, who was as-
signed responsibility for the project's de-
velopment, formulated plans for a barge
line designed ultimately to deliver 150,000
measurement tons a month and set up an
interim operation to Juneau with craft
locally available.33

The transshipment operation at Juneau
contributed little to the supply of Alaska,
principally because of limited port facil-
ities and the slow development of the
barge line. The production of necessary
new floating equipment took time, and in
the meantime only a limited number of
craft could be secured through charter,

32 Memo, Wylie for CG ASF, 8 Jan 44, sub: Instal-
lations of Prince Rupert, Juneau, Excursion Inlet, and
Edmonton, OCT 323.3 Alaska 44-45; Memo, ACofS
G-4 for CG ASF, 13 May 44, sub: Devel and Use of
Prince Rupert, ASF Plng Div A 47-192 Vol. 25 Prince
Rupert.

33 Ltr, Col Beverly C. Dunn, District Engr, to CG
WDC, 28 Mar 42, sub: Trans of Materials to SW
Alaska; Ltr, Somervell to CG WDC and Fourth
Army, 17 May 42, same sub; 1st Ind, Office Supt
ATS SPE to CofT, 18 Jun 42. All in OCT 567 Alaska
41-42. Also see Ltr, Denson to CofT, 17 Jul 42, sub:
Devel of Sub-PE-Icy Straits/Juneau, OCT 323.3
Alaska 44-45.
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lease, and purchase. In October 1942 the
barge line was hauling about 18,000 tons
monthly from Seattle and Prince Rupert,
for delivery to Skagway and other Inside
Passage ports as well as Juneau. More-
over, increased water deliveries direct to
Alaskan destinations in the latter part of
1942 eased the pressure for augmentation
of the barge line, and the lion's share of
newly acquired floating equipment was
allotted to ADC for lighterage and other
operations in Alaska. These developments,
together with diversions of craft to tactical
operations in the Aleutians, accidents,
and equipment breakdowns, caused de-
liveries to Juneau to remain far below
those originally planned.34 From its acti-
vation in July 1942, when the first ship-
ments of cargo arrived by barge, the
Juneau subport received only 50,548
measurement tons by barge, Army trans-
port, and commercial vessel from Seattle
and Prince Rupert, and shipped forward
only 32,716 measurement tons to destina-
tions from Yakutat westward.35

Meanwhile, Excursion Inlet, a barren
site located at the head of the Inside Pas-
sage had been selected for the planned
barge terminal. Construction, begun in
September 1942, was sufficiently ad-
vanced by the following spring to warrant
the transfer of most transshipment opera-
tions from Juneau. Activated on 22 March
1943, Excursion Inlet received approxi-
mately 275,000 measurement tons during
the year, much of it by barge, small Ca-
nadian vessels, and other ships unsuitable
for long ocean voyages, and shipped for-
ward about 156,000 measurement tons to
Alaskan destinations as far west as Attu.
At the end of 1943 some 7,000 troops and
180 civilians were on duty at the subport,
and construction completed included two
1,000-foot wharves, two 4,000-foot barge

extensions, two oil docks, cold storage and
marine repair facilities, housing, thirty
miles of road, and a station hospital.36

The transshipment operation was not
expanded beyond this point. The shift of
military strength in Alaska to the Aleu-
tians reduced the savings in ships' turn-
around time that could be effected by
using Excursion Inlet. Moreover, it was
more important to furnish employment
for the civilian labor pools at U.S. west
coast ports such as Seattle, which was not
then being used to capacity, than to con-
tinue operation of a port of limited value
with troop labor. By April 1944, when the
War Department ordered the subport's
discontinuance, cargo arrivals had vir-
tually ceased, accumulated cargo was
being cleared, and military strength was
in the process of reduction.37 Salvageable
materials were then shipped back to the
United States, and a small caretaker de-
tachment was left behind at the installa-
tion, which was formally inactivated in
January 1945.

Although over-all barge deliveries can-
not be segregated in the available port
statistics, it was estimated that 240,000
measurement tons were shipped by barge
from Prince Rupert and Seattle between
October 1942 and August 1943. In the fall

34 SPE Hist Rpt VIII, OCT HB SPE; Ltr and Incl,
DeWitt to CofS, 1 Oct 42, sub: Construction of Fltg
Equip for the NW, and Memo, Handy to TAG, 1 Dec
42, sub: Shipping Rqmts for Alaska, OPD 565.4 Sec
I Cases 1-36.

35 On Juneau, see Hist Rpts, Juneau Subport of
Embarkation, Activation Through December 1943,
OCT HB SPE Juneau Sub-PE; SPE Hist Rpt V, pp.
17-23, OCT HB SPE.

36 On Excursion Inlet see Hist Rpts, Mar-Dec 43,
OCT HB SPE Excursion Inlet Subport, and SPE Hist
Rpt V, pp. 23-25 and App. B-D, OCT HB SPE.

37 Ltr, Col Clifford Starr, Chief Adm Div OCT, to
CG SPE, 31 Dec 43, sub: Reduction in Troop
Strength-Excursion Inlet, and Ltr, TAG to CofT, 4
Apr 44, sub: Disposition of Excursion Inlet Sub-PE,
OCT 323.3 Alaska 44-45.
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of 1943 barge operations were accounting
for a substantial proportion of deliveries to
Excursion Inlet and for approximately
22,000 measurement tons a month carried
to Skagway and other southeastern Alas-
kan ports.38 But their importance was al-
ready declining. After the close of trans-
shipment activities at Excursion Inlet,
barge operations were limited chiefly to
small-scale deliveries from Prince Rupert
to Skagway and other southeastern Alas-
kan destinations.

Unlike Juneau and Excursion Inlet,
which were transshipment ports for the
supply of Alaskan stations, Skagway was
developed as an ocean terminal for U.S.
military and civilian forces in western
Canada.39 Located at the head of the
Lynn Canal and connected by rail with
the Alaska Highway, Skagway began re-
ceiving cargoes in the spring of 1942 for
the supply of construction and other forces
served out of Whitehorse. By the fall of the
year Skagway was becoming badly con-
gested. Available military and civilian
labor was insufficient, and the narrow-
gauge railroad and its wooden two-berth
dock were antiquated, poorly equipped,
and extremely limited in capacity.

To cope with the situation, Skagway
was established as an Army subport of
Seattle in September 1942. Work was be-
gun on dock improvement, cargo-han-
dling equipment arrived, and port troops
were assigned to handle dock operations,
warehousing, and carloading. At the same
time, the Army leased and took over oper-
ation of the rail line. Improvement was
immediate, but the onset of severe winter
weather in December again curtailed port
operations, and the small volume of ton-
nage discharged from ships and barges
piled up on docks and in storage areas
because of interruptions in rail service.

With the moderating of the weather the
upswing in port traffic was resumed, and
in May 1943 Skagway discharged ap-
proximately 30,000 weight tons, over four
times its September 1942 performance. By
this time two additional vessel berths, new
barge grids, and more storage space were
available, port personnel had been in-
creased, and improved rail operations had
cut down backlogs at the port. Traffic at
Skagway reached a peak in August 1943,
with the discharge of approximately 58,-
000 weight tons (estimated at 90,000-
100,000 measurement tons).

Skagway was transferred from Seattle's
control on 1 September 1943, becoming a
port of debarkation under the Northwest
Service Command. During the remainder
of the year port activity declined sharply
as construction projects in western Can-
ada neared completion. The subsequent
evacuation of civilian contractor em-
ployees and equipment took up some of
the slack, but this failed to halt the gen-
eral downward trend of port traffic. With
the general curtailment of NWSC activ-
ities in 1944, the port was reduced in
strength. Later in the year, in order to
make maximum use of the personnel
available and to provide unified direction
to the interrelated port and railroad activ-
ities, both operations were consolidated
and placed under an Army officer desig-

38 Address at Boston Conf by Brig Gen Eley P. Den-
son, 30 Aug-1 Sep 43, Special Problems in Supply of
Alaska, OCT HB Alaska Misc Info; Ltr, Lt Col J. A.
Barthrop, Supt ATS SPE, to CofT, 26 Aug 43, sub:
Tug and Barge Construction, OCT HB Alaskan Dept
Fltg Equip.

39 On Skagway, see the following: Hist Rpts, Skag-
way Subport of Embarkation, OCT HB SPE Skag-
way POD; Hist Rpt, 375th Port Battalion, Transpor-
tation Corps, AG Opns Rpts TCBN-375-0.1 (29703)
M, 1 Sep 42-31 Dec 44. For statistics see Hq NWSC
and Off of Div Engr NW Div, Trans Br 563.59 Ton-
nage and Estimates, KCRC AGO.
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nated general superintendent. The small
continuing traffic was handled by a com-
bination of military and civilian person-
nel, and provision was made for the
eventual replacement of all Army troops
by civilians.40

The Alaskan Ports

During the three years of the Alaskan
build-up ending with the occupation of
Kiska in August 1943, there evolved a
large number of scattered and isolated
ports possessing limited facilities and often
subject to adverse climatic conditions.41

In southeastern and central Alaska, the
ports were generally ice-free, but handi-
capped by excessive fog and rain. North
and northwest of Kodiak, the ports were
icebound seven to eight months in the
year and had to be supplied entirely dur-
ing the summer season. With the excep-
tion of Bethel, which could handle ships
drawing up to eighteen feet of water, these
ports were rendered unsuitable for dock
operation by rough seas, high winds, and
shallow and rocky approaches. Ships had
to be discharged by lighterage since they
had to anchor twelve miles offshore at
Naknek, six miles at Port Heiden, and two
miles at Nome. The Aleutian chain,
stretching 1,200 miles westward from the
Alaska Peninsula, was ice-free, but with
the exception of Dutch Harbor the ports
were barren, wind-swept, and sparsely in-
habited. Umnak, garrisoned in early
1942, lacked harbors and had to be sup-
plied by barge from Chernofski Harbor,
twelve miles to the southwest. As other
Aleutian bases were occupied, it was nec-
essary to start from scratch, lightering in
troops, equipment, and supplies, con-
structing docks, sorting sheds, warehouses,
and other base facilities, and eventually

converting from lighterage to dock
operations.

At most Alaskan ports, the scarcity of
civilian labor made necessary the exten-
sive use of military personnel for handling
cargo. In the absence of trained port units,
Engineer and tactical troops were em-
ployed. Army port companies were even-
tually brought in and one or two were as-
signed to each of the larger ice-free ports,
but these units were often heavily supple-
mented by tactical troops, particularly at
the Aleutian ports. At the icebound and
the smaller ice-free stations, port labor
continued to be performed largely by gar-
rison troops. Some assistance was provided
through continuance of a peacetime prac-
tice of ships engaged in the Alaskan trade,
since crew members on both commercial
vessels and Army transports acted as
winchmen and longshoremen and per-
formed other duties incident to cargo dis-
charge and loading.42

The principal prewar port was Seward.
Located at the southern terminus of the
Alaska Railroad, it was the port of entry
for Army and civilian goods for Anchor-
age, Fairbanks, and other points served by
the rail line. Cargo was discharged by
civilian longshoremen over an old rail-
road-owned dock capable of berthing two
ocean-going vessels. Seward was able to
handle cargoes for the initial build-up of
the Anchorage-Fairbanks area, but with
the increased traffic following Pearl Har-
bor the Army had to construct a new two-
berth dock and bring in port troops. In

40 NWSC MPRs, Sep 44, pp. 3-4, Dec 44, pp. 3, 7,
DRB AGO.

41 Unless otherwise cited, narrative and statistical
data pertaining to the Alaskan ports are drawn from
ADC Trans Hist, Rpt I and supplementary per rpts.

42 Ltr, Col John M. Franklin, Chief Water Div
OCT, to WSA, 25 Aug 42, sub: Crew Members
Working as Stevedores, OCT HB Ocean Trans
Alaska.
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April 1943 the three port companies on
duty at Seward, together with civilian
longshoremen, discharged approximately
38,000 measurement tons of Army cargo.

Despite the improvements, Seward was
not retained as the main port of entry for
stations on the rail belt, because the
mountainous southern section of the rail
line impeded traffic moving northward.43

In May 1943 a rail cutoff was completed
extending from Portage junction, sixty-
four miles north of Seward, eastward to
Whittier on Prince William Sound. Virtu-
ally all Army cargo was then routed
through Whittier, which commenced op-
erations on 1 June 1943 with a newly con-
structed Army dock capable of berthing
two ocean-going vessels and adequate rail-
way yard and terminal facilities. Whittier
handled its peak traffic in July 1944, when
two port companies discharged or loaded
53,500 measurement tons. When the war
ended the port was still active, but rarely
handled more than 10,000 measurement
tons a month.

Anchorage, the third port on the Alaska
Railroad, was the site of the largest mili-
tary station on the Alaskan mainland.
Unfortunately, it was icebound six to
seven months of the year, and during the
open season operations were handicapped
by tides of unusual height and bore. The
Army rehabilitated the single-berth dock
in the spring of 1941, but made few other
improvements. In the open season incom-
ing tonnage was handled by troops de-
tailed from the post. During the rest of the
year installations in the Anchorage area
were supplied through Seward and later
Whittier.

The only other port linked with the in-
terior of central Alaska was Valdez, the
southern roadhead of the Richardson
Highway. Since the road was open only

four months in the year, activities at Val-
dez were seasonal, the port receiving little
tonnage during the winter months but dis-
charging as much as 27,000 measurement
tons monthly during the brief summer, for
shipment by truck to stations as far north
as Fairbanks. The prewar commercial
port facilities were adequate and labor
was provided by garrison troops. In the
latter part of 1943, with the discontinu-
ance of the motor transport operation,
Valdez was placed on a caretaker status.

Other ports in central and southeastern
Alaska, including Cordova, Yakutat, An-
nette Island, and Sitka, were isolated and
were used only for the supply of local gar-
risons and airfields. Extensive improve-
ment of existing dock and lighterage facil-
ities was not required; labor was provided
by civilian longshoremen, where available,
and by garrison troops. Like Valdez and
the icebound stations, these ports handled
insignificant traffic after 1943.

Kodiak was already being developed as
a naval base when the first Army troops
arrived in April 1941. Initially, two Navy
docks, capable of berthing three vessels
each, and a privately owned wharf were
available. In March 1942 the Army pur-
chased a cannery dock, and improved it to
a point where it could handle a large
ocean-going vessel. Dock labor was pro-
vided by civilian longshoremen until a
port company arrived in November 1942.
Relations among the Army, Navy, and
civilian dock owners were excellent, each
making its facilities and labor available to
the others.

To the westward, Dutch Harbor stood
as the prewar naval bastion overlooking
the Aleutian chain. When the first Army
garrison troops arrived in May 1941, they
used the Navy dock and the commercially

43 See below, pp. 53-54.
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owned Unalaska Dock. The Army took
over the latter installation in September
1942 and later completed construction of
a new dock and a number of berths for
small boats at Captains Bay. Army cargo-
handling activities were conducted by tac-
tical troops until December 1942, when a
port company arrived. Dutch Harbor
loaded or discharged up to 34,300 meas-
urement tons of Army cargo monthly dur-
ing 1943, and although traffic declined
markedly thereafter it remained one of the
major Army ports in Alaska.

The largest Alaskan port operation had
its origin in the selection of Adak for de-
velopment as an advance base from which
to bring the Japanese-held islands of Attu
and Kiska under air attack.44 On 30 Au-
gust 1942 six troop and cargo vessels, car-
rying an occupation force of 4,602 officers
and men and 43,500 measurement tons of
supplies and equipment, arrived at Adak.
The landing was unopposed but proved
difficult, the uninhabited island lacking
facilities of any kind. Troops were light-
ered ashore by 32 LCP's (landing craft,
personnel) and 4 LCM's (landing craft,
mechanized) of the Navy transport
J. Franklin Bell. A fifty-knot wind and
heavy surf caused many of the landing
craft to be broached, and their continued
operation was made possible only after
ATS tugs arrived and towed them back
into the water. All troops were pressed
into service to manhandle the cargo from
landing craft to the high-water mark on
the beach. As cranes and tractors were
landed through the surf, it was possible to
move cargo from the beach to dispersal
areas. Cargo was unloaded from lighter to
beach until the third day, when a barge
dock was improvised by beaching one
barge and fastening two others to it as an
extension. Unloading was completed on 6

September, and thereafter additional
Army and Navy personnel were brought
in as rapidly as available shipping and
port capacity would permit.

Under the leadership of the post com-
mander, Brig. Gen. Eugene M. Landrum,
Adak was developed into a powerful for-
ward air base, a staging area for subse-
quent expeditions, and the most impor-
tant port in Alaska. Docks, sorting sheds,
and warehouses were constructed, port
operations were systematized, and port
troops, cargo-handling equipment, and
trucks were brought in. From his tactical
staff, General Landrum detailed a port
commander and subordinate officers, in-
cluding an ATS assistant superintendent
and a harbor boat master. The port com-
mander directly controlled all service and
tactical forces engaged in port operations,
including ATS officers, port companies,
and harbor craft, truck, sorting-shed, and
warehouse troops. This improvised port
organization proved highly effective and
was made a model for other ports by Gen-
eral Whittaker. In April 1943 Adak dis-
charged approximately 130,000 weight
tons. The Army had completed a pile-
driven lighterage dock and two piers ca-
pable of berthing three ocean-going ves-
sels, while the Navy had built a separate
dock at Sweeper Cove. Army cargo and a
portion of the Navy cargo were handled
by two assigned port companies and two
others being staged pending assignment to
more advanced ports, supplemented by
large details of tactical troops.

During the period in which Adak out-
fitted task forces for additional landings in
the Aleutians, the port commander, Colo-
nel Nickell, trained several officer teams

44 G-3 Rpt, G-3 Sec WDC, Offensive Phases of the
Aleutians Campaign, AG Opns Rpts 91-DC4-30
(5792) 14 Sep 43.



ALASKA AND WESTERN CANADA 49

to assist future port commanders in organ-
izing their operations. Using available
port and tactical troops, the team set up
and trained outport headquarters; organ-
ized the harbor by the placement of buoys
and set up a system for dispatching land-
ing craft, tugs, and barges; developed
ship-to-shore discharge, first with landing
craft, then with barges, and finally from
docks; and organized the handling of dis-
charged cargo, at first with tractors on the
beach and later with trucks at docks, sort-
ing yards, and dispersal areas. After estab-
lishing a port operation, the team might
stay on or be used in a new landing. Nick-
ell himself moved to Attu as port com-
mander early in its development and later
took command of the Shemya port, where
he served until his appointment as Super-
ntendent, ATS.45

After the Aleutian Campaign, Adak
continued as the most active Alaskan port.
It became a transshipment port, receiving
supplies from Seattle and distributing
them by small vessels and barges to minor
ports in the area. Adak handled over
100,000 measurement tons in some months
of early 1944, but the general reduction in
military strength soon brought a marked
decline in traffic.

The advance down the Aleutians
brought into operation a number of im-
portant ports to the west of Adak. At Am-
chitka, occupied in January 1943, the port
repeated the cycle of lighterage, construc-
tion, expansion, and conversion from
barge to dock operations that had charac-
terized Adak's development. Berthing
facilities for two ships were completed in
June 1943. After discharging a peak of
63,000 measurement tons in September
Amchitka handled less traffic, and by late
1944 was receiving only small tonnages,
largely by transshipment from Adak.

After Amchitka's occupation, it was
decided to bypass Kiska and take Attu, at
the western end of the Aleutian chain. In
the spring of 1943 an assault force of
11,000 was assembled on the U.S. west
coast and sailed from San Francisco on 24
April in five transports with a strong naval
escort.46 The U.S. forces started landing in
heavy fog on the beaches of Massacre and
Holtz Bays on 11 May 1943. Troops and
equipment were carried ashore by Navy
LCT's (landing craft, tank), LCVP's
(landing craft, vehicle and personnel), and
LCM's. The handling of cargo on the
beaches was the responsibility of the 50th
Engineer Regiment, under Maj. Samuel
R. Peterson, the shore party commander.

First landing operations were confused.
The assault force had been given no prac-
tice in amphibious landings in fog or in
darkness and was unfamiliar with Alas-
kan climate and terrain. Many craft lost
their way in the fog, broke down, or were
delayed in landing their cargoes and re-
turning to their ships. The unloading of
supplies from ships to landing craft was
not co-ordinated, and the system of mark-
ers indicating where supplies for each
service were to land broke down. Despite
the efforts of the Engineers, supplies piled
up on the beach and became jumbled,
making difficult their segregation and
routing to the dumps. Movement from
beach to dumps was delayed as tractors

45 See Nickell ltr, cited n. 21.
46 Unless otherwise noted, the account of the Attu

campaign is based upon: Draft MS, Capt Nelson L.
Drummond, Jr., The Attu Operation, 24 May 45, Pt.
II, Sec. III; Alaskan Dept Hist, Ch. IV; ONI Weekly,
19 May 43, Vol. III, No. 20, p. 1391. All in OCMH
Files. Rpt, Gen Landrum, CG Landing Forces, to
TAG, 25 Jun 43, sub: Rpt on Opns at Attu, AG Opns
Rpts 91-TF4-0.3 (23374) M 22 Jun 43; WD, The Cap-
ture of Attu, As Told by the Men Who Fought There
("Fighting Forces Series" [paper-bound ed.; Washing-
ton: The Infantry Journal, 1944]), pp. 1-27.
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and trailers, operated by inexperienced
drivers, broke through the tundra and
mired down in the mud beneath. The
mountainous terrain and the absence of
roads limited vehicle movements from
dumps to the interior, compelling the
Army to rely on large troop details hand-
carrying supplies in support of combat
elements.

Despite the difficulties, the initial land-
ing force and a portion of the supplies and
equipment were landed by noon of the
second day, but much of the cargo had to
wait until the weather improved before it
was unloaded. Fog not only limited cargo
discharge, but also caused a temporary
stalemate in the fighting. After several
days a slight break in the weather permit-
ted Army and Navy aircraft to go into ac-
tion, and ground forces began a slow but
steady advance in the face of stiff resist-
ance.

As U.S. forces proceeded inland, dis-
charge operations, concentrated largely at
Massacre Bay, improved. Larger Navy
landing craft, LCT's and LST's (landing
ships, tanks) arrived, carrying cargo from
ship to shore until the third week of opera-
tions, when ATS tugs and barges moved
in to take over lighterage activities. Mean-
while, congestion on the beach was re-
lieved by locating dumps on the banks of
a creek and using the gravelly bed as a
supply road for vehicle deliveries from the
beach. The shore party commander,
Major Peterson, temporarily became port
commander, two port companies arrived
from Adak, and port facilities were placed
under construction. When on 31 May
American forces captured Chichagof Har-
bor, the last enemy stronghold on Attu,
supplies were flowing across the beach to
the interior without serious interruption.

During the course of the Attu cam-

paign, several pieces of equipment proved
valuable in the movement of supplies. In
particular D6 wide-tread tractors and
Athey full-tracked trailers proved indis-
pensable in negotiating the tundra-cov-
ered beaches. An innovation was the use
of sled pallets to which supplies were
strapped. Used as dunnage aboard ship,
they could be towed by tractors when put
ashore. With some modifications, the pal-
let was used in the Kiska landings and re-
ceived extensive use in amphibious opera-
tions in the Pacific.

Toward the end of combat operations,
Attu moved into the base development
phase. Colonel Nickell, who had landed
with the initial force as a member of a
party to make a reconnaissance for port
facilities, arrived from Adak with an offi-
cer team to take over port operations;
Major Peterson became executive officer.
A port organization patterned after that
of Adak was developed and the conversion
from barge to dock operation was effected.
By 10 July 1943 a two-berth dock and a
sorting area were completed and the 100,-
000 measurement tons put ashore since
the establishment of the port had been
cleared. Tug and barge operations were
continued in order to supply outposts
around the island's perimeter, and to
transship cargo over sixty miles of water
to Shemya after that island was occupied.
Attu handled its peak traffic in the winter
of 1943-44, discharging up to 42,923
measurement tons and loading up to 22,-
302 measurement tons monthly. Despite
a decline in operations thereafter, Attu
remained an active reception and trans-
shipment port.

Shemya, the largest of the Semichi
Islands, was the next objective following
the Attu landings. In the first months after
its occupation in June 1943, two port com-



ALASKA AND WESTERN CANADA 51

panies arrived; docks, airfields, and roads
were placed under construction; and all
ground force vehicles were pooled to pro-
vide transport for port and other base op-
erations. Port development was retarded
by the lack of dock construction materials
and the limited floating equipment avail-
able for shuttling cargo from ocean-going
vessels at Massacre Bay, but a breakwater
and piers were finally completed, and in
the summer of 1944 Shemya was a busy
port handling up to 76,000 measurement
tons a month. Operations were complete-
ly disrupted in November 1944 when a
storm washed out sections of the break-
water and carried away the piers.47 Con-
tinued bad weather caused the Alaskan
Department to place Shemya on a closed
winter status until April 1945, when the
first vessel of the season was discharged
from the port's roadstead. New pier con-
struction enabled the port to handle Lib-
erty vessels by the end of June, and in the
closing months of the war Shemya was
again one of the major Alaskan ports.48

The capture of Attu and the occupation
of Shemya set the stage for the seizure of
Kiska, the final assault operation in the
Aleutians. In the spring and early summer
of 1943, a combined American-Canadian
task force was assembled on the west coast
of the United States and Canada. After
acclimatization and further training at
Adak and Amchitka, the force arrived off
Kiska on the night of 14-15 August. The
first troops to land found that the enemy
had withdrawn unobserved.49

The Kiska operation, the largest under-
taken in Alaska, employed 20 troop and
cargo vessels, 14 LST's, 9 LCI's (landing
craft, infantry), 19 LCM's, and other craft.
Accompanying the force of approximately
34,500 troops were 102,174 measurement
tons of supplies and equipment. In the ab-

sence of port facilities, cargo and person-
nel were unloaded directly onto the beach
from LST's or delivered from ship to
shore by LCVP's, LCM's, and LCT's.
Some days later, ATS barges were towed
in by tugs from other Aleutian stations
and assisted in lighterage operations. Six
cranes were brought in early in the opera-
tion to lift and stack palletized cargo and
other heavy loads in the sorting yards. A
port battalion, less two companies, arrived
on a freighter simultaneously with the
landing force and was used for discharge
activities aboard ship. Unloading on the
beach and work in the sorting yards were
handled by details from various troop
units.

Following the landing, Kiska experi-
enced a brief period of base development.
By October 1943 an Army dock capable
of berthing two ocean-going vessels, and
a causeway leading to it, had been com-
pleted. Port operations, previously de-
pendent entirely on lighterage, were now
based on ship-to-truck discharge and were
considerably speeded up. The reduction
of military strength, however, soon
brought a decline in activities, and by
mid-1944 Kiska was a small outpost rare-
ly receiving more than 1,000 measure-
ment tons a month.

47 This disruption placed a sudden and severe work-
load on the port of Attu, which was then charged with
unloading not only its own cargo but also that for
Shemya. The latter cargo was transshipped to Shemya
by harbor craft. By a radio net established between
the two ports, it was possible to meet the emergency
expeditiously without loss of life or harbor craft. Notes,
Lt Col William H. Wilson, former port commander
Attu, OCT HB Alaska Attu Misc.

48 G-4 Per Rpts, Hq Alaskan Dept, qtr ending 31
Mar 45, p. 9, qtr ending 30 Jun 45, p. 7, qtr ending 30
Sep 45, p. 6, AG Opns Rpts 319.1.

49 Alaskan Dept Hist, Ch. V; Combat Narrative,
ONI, The Aleutians Campaign, Jun 42-Aug 43, pp.
100-105, OCMH Files.
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At the end of the Aleutian Campaign,
there were in Alaska twenty-eight ports
scattered from Annette Island to Nome
and Attu. As part of the general reduc-
tion of the Alaskan garrison that ensued,
the minor ports in southeastern and cen-
tral Alaska were inactivated or greatly re-
duced in strength in the winter of 1943-
44, and with the exception of Nome the
icebound ports were closed out and evacu-
ated in the open season of 1944. These
developments, coupled with the general
decline in traffic, resulted in the concen-
tration of debarkation activities at a lim-
ited number of ports and the development
of intratheater transport.

Perhaps the most persistent problem
encountered at the Alaskan ports was the
lack of floating equipment. From the be-
ginning, there had been a shortage of tugs,
barges, and other craft for lighterage, out-
post supply, and intratheater transport.
Floating equipment, assigned to the vari-
ous ports and operated by harbor craft
detachments, suffered a high mortality
rate because of rugged operating condi-
tions and the virtual absence of marine
repair and maintenance facilities.50

The harbor craft fleet was built up
slowly. The equipment taken over from
the Engineers by ATS in August 1942 was
augmented, and by early 1943 there were
about 190 pieces of floating equipment on
charter to the Army in Alaska. At that
time, the fleet was cut back sharply by a
War Department order to return chartered
boats to their owners in time for the com-
ing fishing season so that food essential to
the war effort could be provided. Mean-
while, other floating equipment had ar-
rived from Seattle, which had been sup-
plying Alaska with tugs, barges, and other
small craft since the spring of 1942. By the
end of August 1943, Seattle had shipped

forward to Alaska over 450 pieces of float-
ing equipment, an amount sufficient to re-
lieve, but not overcome, the shortage.

Other improvements were provided
through the construction of marine repair
and maintenance facilities. During 1943
barge ways were constructed at Chernof-
ski, Kodiak, Annette, Adak, Attu, and
Amchitka, and by early 1944 marine ways
capable of performing major repairs on
small vessels were in operation at Seward,
Adak, and Amchitka. These facilities, to-
gether with the assignment of additional
craft and small freighters, produced a
steady improvement in the floating equip-
ment situation during 1944. As ports
were reduced in number and traffic de-
clined, the Army's floating plant proved
adequate for lighterage, outpost supply,
and the development of intratheater
transport.51

In the final wartime months, vessels ar-
riving in the theater discharged almost
exclusively at Whittier, Dutch Harbor,
Adak, Attu, Shemya, and Nome. Trans-
shipment of cargo and personnel to and
from minor ports was accomplished by a
fleet of 176 powered units constituting a
service known as Harbor Craft, Alaskan
Department. The main burden of this
traffic was borne by thirteen small vessels
operating on regular intratheater shuttle
runs. Ocean-going tugs towing scows op-
erated over the same routes for the move-

50 G-4 Per Rpt, Hq ADC, Initial Rpt, 10 Dec 42, p.
7; Ltr, Col Barthrop, Supt ATS SPE, to CofT, 26 Apr
43, sub: Tug and Barge Cons, OCT HB Alaskan Dept
Fltg Equip.

51 Alaskan Dept Hist, Ch. X; Ltr, Henry L. Stim-
son, SW, to Harold L. Ickes, Secy Interior, 25 Jan 43,
OCT 545.4-561.1 Alaska 41; Denson address cited n.
38; Responsibility for Maint and Repair ATS Harbor
Craft and Mob Pier Equip, 27 Nov 43, a sheet atchd
to Corres in OCT HB Alaskan Dept Orgn of ATS; G-4
Per Rpt, Hq Alaskan Dept, qtr ending 31 Mar 45, p.
23, AG Opns Rpts 319.1.
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ment of the heavier types of cargo, and
also on several shorter and less important
runs.52

Rail Operations

Although Alaska is one fifth the size of
the continental United States, only two
railroads were in regular operation in the
Territory in 1940. One, the Alaska Rail-
road, was the sole year-round transport
facility in central Alaska. The other, the
White Pass and Yukon Railroad, had only
twenty-two miles of line actually in Alas-
ka. Other rail lines were in existence, but
had ceased operations. A small section of
one of these, the Copper River and North-
western Railroad, was taken over by the
Army in the spring of 1942 and used to
haul freight thirteen miles from the port
of Cordova to the post and airfields.53

The Alaska Railroad

The Alaska Railroad was a standard-
gauge line with approximately 470 miles
of main-line track extending from Seward
through Anchorage to Fairbanks, and
about thirty miles of branch lines to the
Matanuska valley and the Eska and Sun-
trana coal regions. The railroad also op-
erated docks at Seward and Anchorage,
coal mines in the Eska region, and a river
steamship line on the Tanana and Yukon
rivers. Owned by the U.S. Government
and operated by the Department of the
Interior, the Alaska Railroad was headed
by a general manager and manned by a
force of approximately 900 civilian
employees.

Operated since 1923, the railroad's
equipment was worn and its docks were in
a state of disrepair. Track, laid with light
seventy-pound rail, required constant

maintenance. Operation of the southern
end of the line, running through moun-
tainous country, was made difficult by
steep grades and heavy snows. Train
speeds rarely exceeded fifteen miles an
hour, and at mile fifty a tunnel and a
rickety wooden-loop trestle made travel
at any but minimum speed dangerous. To
bypass the difficult southern section, work
was begun in 1941 on a twelve-mile cut-
off from Portage junction to Whittier, but
construction, which involved the boring of
two tunnels, progressed slowly.54

Despite its limitations, the Alaska Rail-
road, with only minor structural improve-
ments and small increases in equipment,
was at first able to handle the increased
traffic incident to the build-up of the
Anchorage-Fairbanks area. But heavy
losses of workers, who were leaving to take
other jobs, to return to the United States,
or to enter military service, caused the
railroad's track and equipment mainte-
nance to fall seriously in arrears. Result-
ing equipment failures and car shortages,
coupled with increased water-borne traf-
fic into Seward, created a bottleneck for
northbound traffic in the winter of
1942-43.

To deal with this situation ADC, with
the approval of the railroad's general
manager, requested railway troops to
augment the civilian force on the line.
After a Military Railway Service (MRS)
survey had confirmed the need, the Chief
of Transportation in Washington arranged
for the shipment of the 714th Railway
Operating Battalion, augmented by five
extra track maintenance platoons and

52 G-4 Per Rpt, Hq Alaskan Dept, qtr ending 30
Sep 45, p. 6, AG Opns Rpts 319.1.

53 ADC Trans Hist, Rpt I, Gordova.
54 Rpt, Jesse E. Floyd, Alaska-Yukon, 23 Jul 42,

OCT 463.7-523.06 Alaska 41-42; ADC Trans Hist,
Rpt I, Rail; Alaskan Dept Hist, Ch. IX.
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stripped of certain technical personnel
such as train dispatchers, telegraph oper-
ators, and signal maintenance and lines-
men.55 The entire force of 25 officers and
1,105 enlisted men arrived at Seward
from Seattle on 3 April 1943. Headquar-
ters was set up at Anchorage and disper-
sion along the line begun.56

While responsible administratively to
ADC headquarters, the battalion was
under the operational control of the gen-
eral manager of the Alaska Railroad. The
railway troops assisted civilian workers on
the four divisions of the main line, making
possible considerable improvement in the
line's maintenance and operation. The re-
inforced maintenance of way company,
aggregating 9 officers and 739 enlisted
men, provided section help along the line,
the troops receiving work instructions
from civilian foremen through noncom-
missioned officers. The railroad was as-
sisted also by the transportation company,
which provided twenty-five train crews,
and the maintenance of equipment com-
pany, which supplemented civilian work-
ers at the main shop at Anchorage and at
other shops along the line and later as-
sumed operation of the new Army shops.
The Army also augmented the railroad's
equipment in modest fashion, bringing in
seven locomotives, sixty-five freight cars,
and a locomotive crane from the United
States.57

The Portage-Whittier cutoff was pushed
to completion by the Army engineers and
civilian contractors, and on 1 June 1943
the twelve-mile line was placed in opera-
tion, along with new shop, rail yard, and
dock facilities at Whittier. Aside from by-
passing the difficult southern section of the
main line, the cutoff shortened the rail
distance to northern stations by fifty-two
miles. Army freight was then routed

through Whittier, leaving Seward to
handle civilian freight.

The provision of rail troops, the routing
of Army tonnage through Whittier, and
the small increases in equipment markedly
improved the railroad's performance. In
November 1943 the line hauled 66,000
tons of revenue freight, as compared with
36,302 tons in the previous January. Dur-
ing the year the total revenue and non-
revenue freight carried by the railroad
amounted to 698,978 tons, almost 178,000
tons more than the 1942 figure.58 Deteri-
oration of the line had been halted, and
the Alaska Railroad had become a reli-
able transport facility capable of meeting
Army demands.

In March 1944 the improved strategic
situation in Alaska, together with de-
mands for railway troops from active the-
aters, led the Chief of Transportation in
Washington to recommend the curtail-
ment of Army assistance, but the railroad's
inability to secure sufficient civilian per-
sonnel made it necessary to retain the
troops temporarily. The Alaska Railroad,
with a combined civilian and military force
of about 2,000, experienced its peak year
of traffic during 1944, hauling 642,861
tons of revenue freight. By April 1945 in-
creases in the civilian force and declining
traffic enabled the Alaskan Department to

55 Ltr, Ohlson to Abe Fortas, Under Secy Interior,
28 Feb 43, OCT 617 Alaska 42; Rpt, Col Charles F.
Dougherty, Actg Gen Mgr MRS, to CofT, 14 Mar
43, sub: Alaska RR, OCT 617 Alaska 43; Memo,
Gross to CG SOS. 14 Mar 43, sub: Pers to Maintain
Equip and Right of Way on Alaska RR, OCT 319.2-
320.2 Alaska 43.

56 See ADC Trans Hist, Rpt IV, Tab, 714th ROB,
upon which the discussion of the battalion's activities
is based.

57 Memo, ACofS G-4 for TAG, 12 Aug 43, sub: G-4
Per Rpt, ADC, for qtr ending 30 Jun 43, AG Opns
Rpts 319.1, 12 Aug 43 (2).

58 For statistics subsequent to 1942, see ADC Trans
Hist Rpt I, and supplementary per rpts.
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make the rail troops available for return to
the United States. Except for one track
maintenance platoon that stayed on until
27 August, the battalion was relieved,
departing Fort Richardson on 10 May.59

The White Pass and Yukon Railroad

The White Pass and Yukon Railroad
was a narrow-gauge (thirty-six inch) rail-
road extending 110.7 miles from Skagway
to Whitehorse. The line was managed by
a resident official representing three oper-
ating companies, whose capital stock was
owned by a British firm. Placed in service
in 1901, the railroad had undergone little
development. Equipment operating on the
line in mid-1942 consisted of 9 locomotives,
186 revenue freight cars, and 14 passenger
cars, the majority of which were over 40
years old. Track was laid with light 45 and
46-pound rail, for the most part rolled be-
fore 1900. Like the Alaska Railroad, the
WP&Y owned and operated allied facili-
ties, including the ocean dock at Skagway
and a river steamship line out of White-
horse.60

Operating with limited and antiquated
equipment over a rugged route, the rail-
road was unable to clear cargo laid down
at Skagway, and by the fall of 1942 it was
fast becoming a bottleneck in the flow of
supplies into western Canada. At the
direction of General Somervell, who had
inspected the line in August, the railroad
was leased by the Army, effective 1 Octo-
ber 1942. By this time a railway detach-
ment of 9 officers and 351 enlisted men
had been activated and shipped from
Seattle, and arrangements were being
made to purchase and ship American rail
equipment.61

Engineer Railway Detachment 9646A
arrived at Skagway in mid-September

1942, set up its headquarters, and after a
brief period of instruction took over the
operation and maintenance of the rail-
road. With the continued assistance of the
civilian employees, the troops acted as
mechanics, engineers, dispatchers, fire-
men, conductors, telegraphers, section
hands, brakemen, and track walkers.
Upon the transfer of MRS from the Engi-
neers to the Transportation Corps in No-
vember 1942, the unit was redesignated
the 770th Railway Operating Detach-
ment, Transportation Corps.62

Under military operation, the railroad
carried 14,231 tons in October, about
3,000 tons more than the previous month.
It was expected that equipment scheduled
for early arrival would further accelerate
traffic, but severe winter weather struck

59 Memo, Gross for ACofS G-4, 3 Mar 44, sub: Opn
by U.S. Army of Seward-Fairbanks RR, OCT 320.2
Alaska Jan-Aug 44; Memo, Gen Lutes, Dir Plans and
Opns ASF, for CofT, 23 Mar 44, same sub, and
Memo, Brig Gen Stanley L. Scott, Dir Plng Div, for
Actg Dir Plans and Opns ASF, 19 Apr 45, sub: Re-
cruitment of Pers for Alaska RR, ASF Plng Div A47-
192 Vol. 19 Alaska RR Alaska; Rpt, Year 1945, 714th
Railway Operating Battalion, AG Opns Rpts TCBN-
714-0.1 (30030) M Yr 1945.

60 Except as otherwise cited, the account of opera-
tions on the WP&Y route is based on the following:
Rpt, Jesse E. Floyd, WP&Y Route, 16 Jun 42, OCT
617 Alaska; Binder, Gottschalk Rpt, Hq NWSC and
Off of Div Engr NW Div, Contl Br KCRC AGO;
Richard L. Neuberger, Highballing at Sixty Below,
ASF 65-2 Vol. 19 WP&Y RR NWSC; Memo, Col
A. F. McIntyre, Rail Div OCT, 23 Dec 43, sub: Rail
Tonnage on WP&Y RR, OCT 471-595.01 Alaska 43;
First Semi-Annual Progress Rpt, Jan 44, pp. 17-18,
AG Opns Rpts 91-SC1-0.3 (1596) M, 2 Sep 42-
1 Jan 44.

61 Memo, Gen Styer, CofS ASF, for CofEngrs, 22
Aug 42, sub: Directive ... of CG SOS as a Result
of His Inspection in Alaska, ASF 65-2 Vol. 19
WP&Y RR NWSC; Rpt, Brig Gen Carl R. Gray, Jr.,
Gen Mgr MRS, to CofEngrs, 7 Sep 42, sub: Lease of
WP&Y RR, OCT 420-463.6 Alaska 41-42.

62 Rpts, Maj John E. Ausland, CO Engr Ry De-
tachment 9646A, to Gray, 20 Sep, 13 Oct 42, OCT
319.1 WP&Y Weekly Rpt; 1st Ind, OCT to Gen Mgr
MRS, 30 Dec 42, OCT 322.03 WP&Y Route.
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the area in December, and for a three-
month period high snow drifts, ice, snow-
slides, and sub-zero temperatures made the
line's operation and maintenance a night-
mare. Rotary snowplows preceded all
trains, but occasionally drifts were too
high to cut through and trains were iso-
lated. Ice on the rails resulted in frequent
derailment of locomotives and cars, and
when trains stopped they froze to the
tracks. Traffic slowed to a trickle, and in
December and again in February the line
was completely immobilized for ten-day
periods.

While the troops were battling to keep
the line in operation, plans were being
made to increase the railroad's personnel
and equipment. In view of increased
Northwest Service Command estimates of
supply requirements, a MRS survey was
made in early 1943, following which the
Transportation Corps undertook to pro-
vide the additional troops, rolling stock,
and motive power needed to handle 1,200
tons daily by May. On 1 April the detach-
ment was redesignated the 770th Railway
Operating Battalion, with an authorized
strength of 19 officers, 2 warrant officers,
and 708 enlisted men. Technical supervi-
sion of the railroad, previously exercised
by MRS headquarters, was transferred to
the Commanding General, NWSC.63

As the weather moderated and addi-
tional personnel and equipment were
placed in service, rail operations improved.
Traffic, virtually all northbound from
Skagway to Whitehorse, climbed from
5,568 tons in February to a peak of over
40,000 tons in August. By the fall of 1943
the backlog of freight at Skagway had
been cleared and the railroad was hauling
all tonnage offered.

During the year 1943 the WP&Y car-
ried 284,532 tons, more than ten times the
traffic handled in 1939, and transported

some 22,000 troops and civilian construc-
tion workers to Whitehorse. The right of
way had been improved, 25 locomotives
and 284 freight cars had been added to the
equipment, and night operations had been
initiated. The entire responsibility for
maintenance and operation rested with
the 770th Railway Operating Battalion,
assisted by about 150 civilians.

The second arctic winter experienced
by the rail troops again curtailed train
operation, but demands for tonnage were
now diminishing. Although a significant
southbound movement from Whitehorse
to Skagway developed in the summer and
fall of 1944 as construction forces evacu-
ated their men and equipment, it was in-
sufficient to offset the decline in north-
bound traffic. The battalion was reduced
in strength during the summer, and in
November the bulk of the troops returned
to the United States. Remaining rail activ-
ities were consolidated with port opera-
tions at Skagway, and the 330 military
and 120 civilian personnel involved were
placed under an Army general superin-
tendent. The railroad was returned to
civilian management in December 1944,
and arrangements were made for the
evacuation of equipment and the recruit-
ing of civilian workers to replace the
troops.64

63 Ltr, Gross to ACofS for Opns SOS, 26 Feb 43,
sub: Ry Opn Over WP&Y Route and Northern
Alberta Rys to Supply NWSC, OCT 617 Alaska; Ltr,
TAG to CG NWSC et al., 27 May 43, sub: Redesig-
nation and Reorgn of 770th Ry Operating Detach-
ment TC, Hq NWSC and Office of Div Engr NW
Div, AG Sec 320.2 770th Ry Bn, KCRC AGO; Ltr,
Dougherty to CG NWSC, 19 Mar 43, sub: Tech
Supervision of WP&Y Route . . ., OCT 617 Alaska.

64 Memo, Brig Gen Walter A. Wood, Jr., Dep Dir
Plans and Opns ASF, for ACofS OPD, 22 Apr 44, sub:
Reduction of Pers 770th Ry Operating Bn, ASF 65-2
Vol. 19 WP&Y RR NWSC; Plan of Opn for Return
of WP&Y to Civ Opn, 16 Sep 44, Hq NWSC and
Office of Div Engr NW Div, Contl Br WP&Y Ry,
KCRC AGO; NWSC MPR, Dec 44, p. 7, DRB AGO.



ALASKA AND WESTERN CANADA 57

Motor Transport Operations

Alaska possessed few highways and
lacked land communications with the rest
of the continent at the outbreak of war.
The road system within the Territory had
undergone little development, much of the
population in the interior being served by
river during the brief summer season. In
1940 there were only 2,212 miles of road
suitable for automobile traffic. These high-
ways, concentrated largely in central
Alaska, were unpaved, limited in capacity,
and subject to seasonal interruptions. Con-
sequently, Army motor transport activities
within the Territory, other than those in-
volved in local post supply, were minor.

The Richardson Highway

The principal prewar Alaskan road was
the Richardson Highway, leading 371
miles northward from Valdez to Fairbanks
over a route generally paralleling the
Alaska Railroad. At Fairbanks the road
joined the Steese Highway, which ex-
tended 162 miles to Circle. The Richard-
son Highway net was extended by the
Army during 1942 through the comple-
tion of two branch roads. One, the 147.5-
mile Glenn Highway connecting Palmer
with the Richardson Highway below Gul-
kana, made possible diversion of some
freight from the Alaska Railroad. The
other, the 138-mile Tok Junction-Slana
cutoff extending from four miles above
Gulkana to Tok Junction on the Alaska
Highway, reduced the trip from Valdez to
Tanacross and Northway airfields by about
a hundred miles.

Since snow and ice blocked the moun-
tainous southern section of the Richardson
Highway from mid-October to June, the
road was open only 120 days in the year.
During the 1942 open season, Army motor

transport operations on the highway and
its branches were performed by two Quar-
termaster truck companies and by com-
mercial contract haulers. Operating prin-
cipally out of Valdez, eighty 2½-ton Army
trucks and sixty 5-ton commercial trucks
delivered about 26,000 tons to Gulkana,
Fairbanks, and the airfields at Big Delta,
Tanacross, and Northway. During the
winter, movement halted with the excep-
tion of a trickle of supplies delivered from
the Fairbanks railhead.

The two Quartermaster truck units,
again assisted by civilian carriers, resumed
active operations in May 1943. This time,
in addition to the supply of its own stations,
ADC was asked to receive and deliver
through Valdez supplies for NWSC forces
on the Alaska Highway. Tonnage figures
for the 1943 season are incomplete, but
available data indicate that the deliveries
did not greatly exceed those of 1942.
Thereafter, the Richardson Highway lost
its military importance. Valdez was placed
on a caretaker basis in the winter of
1943-44, and the continued supply of the
northern airfields on the Alaska Highway
was accomplished by commercial truckers
hauling from the Fairbanks railhead.65

The Alaska Highway

The Alaska Highway extends north-
westward from the Dawson Creek railhead
in British Columbia through the Yukon to
Big Delta, Alaska, where it joins the Rich-
ardson Highway, which provides the final
ninety-five mile link to Fairbanks. (Map 1)
The route crosses plains, mountains, and
forests, traversing large areas covered with
muskeg, a mosslike vegetation forming a

65 Alaskan Dept Hist, Ch. VIII, pp. 254-63; ADC
Trans Hist, Rpt I, Highways, and Rpt II, Highways;
Nickell Ltr cited n. 19; G-4 Per Rpt, Hq Alaskan
Dept, qtr ending 30 Sep 45, p. 7, AG Opns Rpts 319.1.
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hard surface in winter, but causing the
ground to become soggy and swampy
during the spring thaw. As finally com-
pleted, the Alaska Highway was an all-
weather, gravel-surfaced road 1,428 miles
long and averaging twenty-six feet in
width.66

Although the Alaska Highway was a
product of the war emergency, the idea of
a land link between the United States and
Alaska was by no means new. Proposals
for the construction of a highway were
made in the prewar years, but these had
consistently received a negative response
from the War Department, which believed
that such a project would have little mili-
tary value. As the international situation
worsened in the fall of 1941, the General
Staff modified its policy slightly, recogniz-
ing the desirability of a highway as a long-
range defense measure, provided it did not
interfere with more pressing military
requirements.

Shortly after Pearl Harbor the War De-
partment's attitude shifted to one of active
support. This change was based on two
main considerations. First, a highway to
Alaska, if located along the airway placed
under development in the winter of
1940-41, would facilitate the latter's sup-
ply and expansion; second, the highway
would provide an alternate land route in
the event of enemy interference with the
sea lanes to Alaska.67 Upon the recom-
mendation of a Cabinet committee and
Army representatives, the highway project
was approved on 11 February 1942 by the
President, who authorized construction to
begin at once.

Construction, begun in the early spring,
progressed rapidly. By 25 October 1942
Army Engineer troops, with substantial
assistance from the Public Roads Admin-
istration (PRA), had completed a pioneer

road passable from Dawson Creek to Fair-
banks. After maintaining the highway
through the greater part of the ensuing
winter, Engineer troops were withdrawn,
leaving PRA civilian contractors to im-
prove the road to an all-weather highway
and complete it to approved standards.

As the pioneer road neared completion
in the fall of 1942, Services of Supply
headquarters in Washington exhibited
considerable interest in establishing truck-
ing operations that would make possible
large-scale deliveries to Alaska as well as
the supply of airfields and construction
and service forces along the route. Al-
though original plans for the Alaska High-
way did not contemplate its use as a supply
line to Alaska unless the sea lanes were
cut, the shipping shortage, increasing ADC
supply requirements, and the possibility
that Alaska might be developed as an
overland route to Siberia lent new empha-
sis to such a project. Plans proposed in
August and September called for ten
Quartermaster truck regiments and 1,400
10-ton trucks to begin operations about
1 December 1942, carrying 1,000 tons a
day out of Dawson Creek and delivering

66 Except as otherwise noted, the discussion of the
Alaska Highway is based on the following: ASF Contl
Div Rpt 175 cited n. 4; Rpt, Capt Theodore P.
Petropoulos, Adj Hq Alaska Hwy, Historical Data,
Alaska Military Highway, 15 Feb 44, Hq NWSC and
Off of Div Engr NW Div 314.7 Alaska Hwy, KCRC
AGO; Pamphlet, Public Relations Br NWSC. The
Alaska Highway, OCMH Files; NWSC First Semi-
Annual Rpt, Jan 44, AG Opns Rpts 91-SC1-0.3
(1596) M, 2 Sep 42-Jan 44; Binder, Gottschalk Rpt,
Hq NWSC and Office of Div Engr NW Div, Contl Br,
KCRC AGO. For statistics on freight movements over
the Alaska Highway, January 1943-May 1945, see
ASF Contl Div Rpt 175 cited n. 4, Exhibit S, and
NWSC MPRs in DRB AGO.

67 Memos, Brig Gen Leonard T. Gerow, ACofS, for
CofS, 19 Jan 42, sub: Status of Alaska Hwy in WD,
and 23 Jan 42, sub: Construction of Hwy Between US
and Alaska, WPD 4327-21 through 4327-31. For a
more detailed discussion, see Conn and Fairchild, The
Framework of Hemisphere Defense, Ch. XIV.
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600 tons daily to Fairbanks. With the
spring thaw, supply movements other than
those required by construction forces
would be halted until the summer of 1943,
when operations would be resumed and
expanded. The Commanding General,
NWSC, in October 1942 estimated that
the highway would be able to carry
200,000 tons a month by December 1943,
providing suitable equipment and person-
nel were made available. He also recom-
mended construction of a feeder road of
200,000 tons monthly capacity linking
Haines, on the Inside Passage, with the
Alaska Highway. This project was ap-
proved by the War Department, and work
was put in hand early in 1943.68

Prospects for large-scale motor transport
operations, however, were soon dimmed.
The 10-ton trucks could not be provided
in quantity; instead, Services of Supply
(SOS) in September 1942 authorized the
shipment of 1,400 2½-ton to 5-ton trucks
and such heavier vehicles as were avail-
able under established priorities. At about
the same time, the Army's Operations
Division (OPD) decided that the situation
in Alaska was not sufficiently urgent to
justify exceeding the current troop basis
by activating the ten truck regiments re-
quested by SOS. By November, OPD cut
the number of truck regiments to be as-
signed to four, and in January 1943 the
force was reduced finally to one over-
strength regiment.69

These developments were influenced by
a changing strategic and logistic situation.
By early 1943 the shipping shortage had
eased and plans for the use of Alaska as an
overland supply route to Siberia or for
offensive operations west of the Aleutians
were fast fading. Moreover, the westward
shift of strength in Alaska caused the high-
way to lose much of its potential impor-

tance, for even if the Alaska Highway
could deliver all or most of the supplies
needed by the forces in Alaska, it would
still be necessary to move them by rail
from Fairbanks to Seward or Whittier for
onward shipment to stations in the Aleu-
tians, on the Alaska Peninsula, or on the
west coast of Alaska. In the end, the idea
of supplying Alaska by highway was aban-
doned. According to the Deputy Com-
mander, ADC, only fifty-four tons had
been delivered to his command by motor
transport by the fall of 1943.70 Although
the substantial completion of the road as
an all-weather highway in October of that
year made possible significant deliveries to
the Alaskan Command, the curtailment of
troop strength in Alaska and the continued
availability of the more economical water
route made such operations unnecessary.
Throughout the war, the Alaska Highway
was used primarily for the supply of the
military and civilian construction forces
and the airfields and other installations
along the route, both in Alaska and in
western Canada.

The first motor transport operations on

68 Memo, Gen Lutes, ACofS for Opns SOS, for
ACofS G-3, 26 Aug 42, and Memo, Brig Gen Ray-
mond G. Moses, ACofS G-4, for ACofS G-3, 3 Sep 42,
sub: Activation of QM Truck Regts for Alcan Hwy,
OPD 320.2 ADC Sec IV Cases 143-206; Memo,
O'Connor for ACofS for Material, 23 Sep 42, OCT
569.2-616.4 Alaska 43; Memo, Styer for ACofS OPD,
6 Jun 44, sub: Haines Mil Rd, OPD 611 Alaska Sec II
Cases 42-59; O'Connor rpt cited n. 7.

69 Memo, Activation of QM Truck Regts for Alcan
Hwy, Gen Handy, ACofS, 5 Sep 42, OPD 320.2 ADC
Sec IV Cases 143-206; Memos, Styer for ACofS for
Material SOS, 23 Sep 42, and Gross for Somervell, 1
Nov 42, sub: Sup via Alaska Hwy, OCT 569.7-616.4
Alaska 43; Transcript of Phone Conversation, Incl to
Memo, Col Henry J. Woodbury, CE, for O'Connor, 6
Jan 43, and Office of Div Engr NW Div, AG Sec
322 QM Truck Regt and Sup Troop Requests for
Alaska Hwy, KCRC AGO.

70 See Whittaker lecture cited n. 6.
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the Alaska Highway involved the hauling
of supplies and equipment for construction
forces by organizational vehicles supple-
mented by four Quartermaster truck com-
panies and civilian ton-mile contractors.
As Army trucks began arriving in quantity
at the Dawson Creek railhead in the fall of
1942, motor transport was placed on an
organized basis. Beginning on 1 October
three trucks a day, loaded with construc-
tion materials, started on pilot runs from
Dawson Creek to Whitehorse over the un-
completed highway. During the month an
Engineer officer was appointed Officer-in-
Charge, Fairbanks Freight and Alcan
Highway Operations, and was responsible
for highway construction as well as motor
transport.

To expedite cargo deliveries and prevent
freezing, the trucks were kept moving day
and night. Relay stations where new
drivers could take over and vehicles could
be serviced were set up from 27 to 60 miles
apart, depending on road conditions. Sta-
tions were manned and trucks operated by
troops provided by Engineer regiments
along the road. Repair shops were placed
under construction and a system of con-
trolled dispatching was instituted. In No-
vember approximately 1,000 trucks were
dispatched from Dawson Creek, 350 of
them moving to Whitehorse. On 19 No-
vember, the day before the official opening
of the highway, the first convoy dispatched
from Dawson Creek for Fairbanks left
Whitehorse. It arrived at its destination
two days later with supplies for Ladd
Field. With the onset of bitter winter
weather in December, however, only emer-
gency vehicles carrying essential freight
were moved. Inadequate housing and
maintenance facilities and rough roads
caused personnel severe hardships and
deadlined a large number of vehicles.

In January 1943 Northwest Service
Command established a separate Alaska
Highway headquarters at Whitehorse to
take over the operation and maintenance
of vehicles on the highway, other than
organizational equipment and that used
by the chief of the Engineer Division and
his contractors. Other assigned functions
included the policing and patrolling of the
highway and the distribution of petroleum
products other than aviation gasoline. Col.
Joseph P. Glandon, QMC, assumed com-
mand in February, moving his headquar-
ters to Dawson Creek, where the largest
volume of supplies had accumulated.
Under Alaska Highway headquarters
there shortly developed three divisions,
one each based on the Dawson Creek,
Whitehorse, and Fairbanks railheads.
Each division headquarters was responsi-
ble for activities over about one third of
the highway, with Colonel Glandon exer-
cising over-all command and co-ordinat-
ing movements between divisions.

To carry out its mission, Alaska High-
way headquarters was assigned one over-
strength Quartermaster truck regiment,
the 477th, with approximately 4,000 offi-
cers and enlisted men. Arriving at Dawson
Creek in January 1943, the regiment
moved out along the route by truck to re-
lay and way stations, which by the end of
March were spread one hundred miles
apart. During this period several medium
and heavy automotive maintenance units
were placed at terminal points at Dawson
Creek, Whitehorse, and Fairbanks, and
other personnel were assigned to police
and patrol the highway and to store, issue,
and distribute petroleum products.

Alaska Highway headquarters retained
the relay system, whereby trucks moved
continuously from dispatch point to desti-
nation. Each relay station was normally
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manned by a company or detachment of
the 477th Truck Regiment. Drivers oper-
ated vehicles from one station to another,
where new drivers were assigned and the
original drivers, after rest, took returning
vehicles to their home stations. Relay sta-
tions were provided with facilities for
housing, messing, medical care, and vehi-
cle servicing and maintenance. Trucks
requiring major repairs were evacuated to
the nearest shops or handled by Ordnance
contact parties. Vehicle control was
effected through daily flow reports from
relay and way stations to their respective
division headquarters, which consolidated
them and reported daily to Alaska High-
way headquarters. Division headquarters
received requests for cargo from all organ-
izations served by the road, set up priori-
ties, and allotted tonnages.

The establishment of Alaska Highway
headquarters and the assignment of the
truck regiment did not bring an immedi-
ate improvement in operations. Severe
winter weather, persisting into March
1943, and delays in erecting housing and
maintenance facilities because of the shift-
ing of station sites inflicted severe hard-
ships on both men and equipment. The
WP&Y Railroad serving Whitehorse, was
literally frozen in, and the rail line serving
Dawson Creek was heavily congested. As
a result, vehicles under the control of
Alaska Highway headquarters in the first
three months of 1943 carried only 7,500
tons of military supplies and a smaller
tonnage destined for civilian construction
contractors. By April the rail situation had
cleared, but heavy rains and thaws made
through traffic impossible. In that month
the last convoy to be dispatched from
Dawson Creek to Fairbanks until the fall
of the year departed, and traffic was lim-
ited to deliveries to construction and serv-

ice forces and airfields along the open
portions of the road.

In June road conditions were sufficiently
improved to permit more extensive opera-
tions. Army vehicles supplemented by
trucks leased by Alaska Highway head-
quarters from civilian firms increased their
deliveries to Army and Air Forces installa-
tions and to civilian contractors working
on Army projects from about 3,900 tons in
May 1943 to a peak of over 26,000 tons in
September. In addition, passenger, ex-
press, and mail services were instituted,
which by the latter part of the year were
in operation over the entire route between
Dawson Creek and Fairbanks. The better
driving conditions, which resulted as the
all-weather road neared completion in
October 1943, made it possible to double
driving distances. Relay stations were
spread 200 miles apart, with way stations
between them. At that time over 1,500
cargo trucks, of from 2½-ton to 10-ton
capacity, and 250 service and passenger
vehicles were operating under the direct
control of Alaska Highway headquarters,
hauling over the entire length of the high-
way, and over feeder roads reaching into
Haines, Norman Wells, and Valdez.

During 1943 Army vehicles operated by
Quartermaster troops under Alaska High-
way headquarters hauled approximately
134,000 tons about 40,000,000 ton-miles
for the Army, the Air Forces, and civilian
construction forces along the highway.
Other accomplishments included the
transport of 41,876 passengers, the express
delivery of some 3,000 tons of high priority
and pilferable supplies, and the hauling of
1,483,870 pounds of mail. These statistics
do not reflect the total traffic on the road,
for there were approximately 17,000 gov-
ernment and civilian contractor trucks
and several hundred commercial vehicles
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on the highway at the height of operations.
Classification, registration, and traffic con-
trol of these vehicles constituted a major
function of Alaska Highway headquarters.
Contractor and commercial trucks hauled
much of the construction materials on the
road, carrying an estimated 200,000 tons
in the six months ending 30 November
1943.

As construction projects were completed
and moved into the maintenance phase in
the winter of 1943-44, traffic on the
Alaska Highway fell off sharply and the
motor transport organization underwent
progressive reduction. In December 1943
the 477th Quartermaster Truck Regiment
was disbanded, its overhead and excess
operating personnel were reassigned, and
the remaining troops were assigned directly
to the Commanding Officer, Alaska High-
way. As part of the general curtailment of
NWSC operations that followed, Alaska
Highway headquarters was itself inacti-
vated on 1 March 1944, and its personnel,
equipment, and property were transferred
to district headquarters at Dawson Creek,
Whitehorse, and Fairbanks, which had
recently been established in order to com-
bine activities, curtail operations, and re-
duce personnel within their territories.
Steps were also taken to arrange for the
continued supply of airfields and main-
tenance forces through the maximum pos-
sible use of commercial carriers.71

From this point on, motor transport op-
erations were conducted on a decentral-
ized basis under the central freight cargo
control of NWSC headquarters. In June
1944 the Fairbanks District was inacti-
vated, and operations on that portion of
the highway in Alaska were transferred to
the Alaskan Department. Traffic between
Fairbanks and the Canadian border was
then handled by commercial traffic serv-

ice arranged for by the Alaskan Depart-
ment, while NWSC had similar service
between Dawson Creek and the Alaska-
Canadian border. The services over-
lapped, permitting movements, without
transferring cargo, from Fairbanks to
Whitehorse, or from Whitehorse to Fair-
banks.72 By this time evacuation of con-
struction forces was well under way, and
most road movements involved short hauls
within the districts. Construction opera-
tions in western Canada had virtually
ceased by the end of 1944, and no tonnage
was hauled for this purpose thereafter.

At the war's end, little traffic was mov-
ing over the road and arrangements were
made for the transfer of the Canadian por-
tion of the highway to Canada, effective
1 April 1946. Although the Alaska High-
way had contributed little to the supply of
Alaska, it had made possible the construc-
tion and supply of staging airfields, com-
munications facilities, and distribution
pipelines along the route and provided a
margin of safety in the event the sea lanes
should be cut. At best, hauling by road to
Alaska would have been uneconomical
when compared with sea transport. In
1945 it was estimated that the highway, if
operated at peak capacity, could deliver
700,000 to 720,000 tons a year to Fair-
banks for the support of approximately
100,000 troops in Alaska. To handle this
traffic a truck-operating and highway

71 Ltr, Maj B. B. Miller, AG NWSC, to CO 477th
QM Truck Regt, 28 Dec 43, sub: Disbandment of
477th QM Truck Regt Hq NWSC and Office of Div
Engr NW Div, AG Sec 322, 477th QM Truck Regt;
Ltr, Somervell to CG NWSC, 10 Feb 44, sub: Curtail-
ment of Opns and Reduction of Pers and Equip in
NWSC, ASF 65-6 Vol. I Policy File NWSC; GO 11,
Hq NWSC, 20 Feb 44, Hq NWSC and Office of Div
Engr NW Div, AG Sec 323.3 Alaska Hwy, KCRC
AGO.

72 Binder, Trans Plan (Tentative), NWSC, to
become effective 1 Oct 44, p. 4, OCT HB NWSC.
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maintenance force of 135,000 men and
13,000 to 14,000 trucks of 8-ton capacity
would be required. It was clear that, bar-
ring an unforeseen emergency, Alaska
would continue to rely on water transport
for its supply.

Tractor- Train Operation

The absence of roads except in central
Alaska caused most locations in the in-
terior to rely on the inland waterways and
air transport for their supply. During the
winter months, October to May, when the
rivers were frozen, there was limited haul-
ing into the interior by dog team, pack
train, and tractor train. The Army became
interested in the possibilities of extended
tractor-train hauling first while studying
alternate routes to the interior and west
coast stations for use in the event the
Bering Sea or the Gulf of Alaska was lost,
and later in considering plans for develop-
ing an overland route across Alaska to
supply the Soviet Union via Siberia.

The idea of utilizing tractor trains was
an attractive one. They were a flexible
means of transport, less vulnerable than
those operating over fixed routes, and re-
quired a minimum of construction. Sleds
drawn by caterpillar tractors could travel
over frozen rivers and lakes or overland
on winter roads built by brushing out
trails and reducing steep grades. During
1942 plans were drawn up for the estab-
lishment of inland water and winter road
routes extending from Whitehorse to Fair-
banks and from Fairbanks to the west
coast of Alaska, but their development
proved unnecessary. Although the pos-
sibilities of tractor trains continued to be
explored by the Army, their operation in
Alaska was limited to relatively short
emergency hauls and to situations where

needed supplies could not be delivered by
river craft during the summer season.73

The only tractor-train operation of con-
sequence undertaken in western Canada
involved the movement to Norman Wells
of Canol supplies and equipment left un-
delivered at the close of the 1942 naviga-
tion season on the Mackenzie River sys-
tem. Since rough and treacherous ice
made the use of tractor trains on the frozen
rivers and lakes inadvisable, civilian con-
tractors and Army Engineer troops in the
winter of 1942-43 pushed through a
1,000-mile winter road (Grimshaw Road)
from Norman Wells to the Peace River
railhead in Alberta, and built feeder roads
into Fort Smith and Fort Simpson, along
the river route, and Fort Nelson on the
Alaska Highway.

Tractor-drawn sled trains were placed
in use, but experience soon proved them
unsatisfactory. The trains could not ne-
gotiate grades of 5 percent or more and
had to be broken up at these points, while
in other places the lack of snow impeded
the use of sleds. Motor trucks were then
substituted, ultimately handling 60 per-
cent of the total tonnage carried over the
road. The winter road operation failed to
accomplish its full mission. Of the 18,222
tons shipped north from Peace River in
the winter of 1942-43, only 5,293 tons
were delivered to Norman Wells. A total
of 3,567 tons was consumed in operation
and the balance had to be left along the
route to be picked up by boat when navi-
gation was resumed. After the spring

73 Rpt, Lt Col J. H. Leavell, Hauling Freight by
Tractors and Sleds in Alaska . . . ,15 Jul 42; Memo
for Rcd, Lt Col J. R. Worthington, TC, 14 Jan 43,
sub: Sup Routes in Alaska; Rpt, 1st Lt A. L. Pranser,
CE, Tractor Train Operations in Arctic and Sub-
Arctic Regions, 1 Apr 44. All in OCT HB Alaska.
See also Memo, Gross for Somervell, 10 Sep 42, sub:
NW Route via Alaska-Siberia, OCT 370.5 Russia,
Route via Alaska and Siberia.
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break-up of 1943, the winter roads were
abandoned.74

River Transportation

Like tractor-train hauling, river trans-
portation was the subject of much plan-
ning but only limited development. The
only inland waterways used to any extent
by the Army were the Yukon-Tanana river
route, the Kuskokwim River, and the
Mackenzie River system in western Can-
ada. The Yukon-Tanana route became
important in Army operations with the
establishment of an air base at Galena,
approximately 225 miles downstream
from the Nenana railhead. During the
1942 and 1943 open seasons, deliveries to
Galena were made by the Alaska Rail-
road's River steamship line, which since
1923 had been operating from Nenana on
the Tanana River to Ruby and Marshall
on the Yukon.

Operations were considerably expanded
after the 1944 spring floods in the lower
Yukon washed out the Galena air base.
To meet the emergency, the Superintend-
ent, ATS, contracted for the services of all
available private craft in the area and
diverted floating equipment from south-
eastern Alaska to augment the three an-
tiquated stern-wheel steamers and seven
barges owned by the Alaska Railroad.
River ports were established at Nenana
and Galena and details were assigned to
build rafts to carry packaged fuels down-
stream. During the 1944 season 31,500
tons, almost triple the 1943 traffic, were
moved by river steamers, tugs, small boats,
barges, and rafts. The air base was again
inundated in 1945, and once more a river
fleet was assembled, this time to move ap-
proximately 50,000 tons of supplies and
equipment between Nenana and Galena.

The Kuskokwim River provided access
from the port of Bethel to the McGrath
garrison and airfield, 250 miles upstream.
During the summer of 1942 the Morrison-
Knudsen Company, a civilian contractor
firm then constructing airfields at Bethel
and McGrath, chartered the equipment
of the Alaska Navigation Company, which
carried 11,500 tons of Army and commer-
cial freight from Bethel to McGrath by
the season's end. To clear a backlog of
Army cargo remaining at Bethel, the ATS
requisitioned sufficient floating equipment
to increase the line's capacity to 20,000
tons. But the craft so provided proved un-
suitable for operation in the shallow, swift
waters of the Kuskokwim. The two river
boats and six barges operated by ATS
hauled only 2,000 tons of Army supplies
during the 1943 season, while Morrison-
Knudsen's two old stern wheelers—tow-
ing barges—carried 10,500 tons. During
the 1944 season McGrath was evacuated
and approximately 3,300 tons of excess
supplies and equipment were carried
downstream to Bethel by the Alaska
Navigation Company, under contract
with the Army, for transshipment to other
points in Alaska.75

The Mackenzie River system was one
of the basic supply routes for Canol. All
equipment and material for the Norman
Wells oil field development and for the
construction of the eastern half of the
crude oil pipeline from Norman Wells to

74 Canol Project rpt cited n. 4, pp. 85-90; ASF
Contl Div Rpt 175 cited n. 4, Exhibit I.

75 The discussion of the Tanana-Yukon and
Kuskokwim river operations is based on the follow-
ing: ADC Trans Hist, Rpt I, River Transportation,
Rpt II, River Transportation, Rpt VI, Data Pertain-
ing to River Operations; Alaskan Dept Hist, Ch. XII;
Nickell Ltr cited n. 21; G-4 Per Rpt, Hq Alaskan
Dept, qtr ending 30 Jun 45, p. 6, qtr ending 30 Sep
45, p. 7, AG Opns Rpts 319.1.
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Whitehorse had to be transported to job
sites via this inland waterway. The river
route, open about 135 days a year between
May and October, extended northward
1,200 miles from the railhead at Water-
ways, Alberta, to Norman Wells, North-
west Territories, via Great Slave Lake and
the Mackenzie River.

In the spring of 1942 the Army and its
contractors set up 55,000 tons for delivery
to Norman Wells during the coming river
navigation season. In preparation for this
movement, the War Department created
a task force of approximately 2,500 service
troops who, together with civilian person-
nel of the construction contractor, were
assigned to handle the transportation of
construction equipment and materials
from Waterways to Norman Wells. Ar-
rangements were made for the charter of
commercial facilities along the route,
which would be supplemented by Army
equipment. As Canol freight began mov-
ing into the Waterways railhead in volume
late in May, river transportation opera-
tions were begun.

The planned tonnage was not delivered
to Norman Wells by the end of the 1942
season. The commercial facilities were in-
sufficient and the brief open season limited
craft to three round trips. Operations were
also hampered by the 16-mile portage be-
tween Forts Fitzgerald and Smith on the
Slave River and the storms on Great Slave
Lake that made impossible the use of
Engineers' ponton equipment and re-
stricted traffic to heavy barges. By the end
of June only 5,450 of the 55,000 tons re-
quired at Norman Wells had been dis-
patched northward from Waterways. To
deal with this situation, the Army in-
structed the civilian contractor to build
or assemble additional heavy barges, but

the open season ended before construction
was completed, leaving much of the re-
quired materials undelivered. This delay,
plus the failure of ensuing winter road op-
erations, set the entire project back a year.

In an effort to improve operations dur-
ing the coming season, the Army in Feb-
ruary 1943 contracted for the services of
Marine Operators, an experienced civilian
river transport firm, to operate govern-
ment-owned floating equipment and to
subcontract the services of all other pri-
vate operators on the river system. Marine
Operators moved personnel in to take over
direction of the project and gradually to
replace the troops engaged in the work.
The evacuation of the Army task force
was begun in the summer of 1943 and
completed in September. The equipment
was greatly augmented during this period,
and by the end of the 1943 season 157
barges with a total capacity of about 20,-
000 tons had been assembled or built and
65 river boats had been purchased.

Under Marine Operators, 32,230 tons
were transported out of Waterways and
19,060 tons were carried from various
river points to Canol and Norman Wells
or intermediate points below Fort Smith.
At the close of the 1943 season, practically
all materials awaiting shipment had
been cleared. The small amount of critical
materials remaining at Waterways and
Fort Smith was flown to its destination.
Floating equipment was removed from the
water and placed on skidways above the
level of high water and ice at Waterways,
Fort Fitzgerald, Fort Smith, and Canol.
Since only a limited volume of supplies
was scheduled to move into Norman Wells
in 1944, preparations were made to sal-
vage or otherwise dispose of equipment
and to arrange with commercial operators
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on the river system to handle the necessary
traffic.76

According to the Transportation Offi-
cer, NWSC, the 1944 operations on the
Mackenzie River system, like those of the
two previous years, suffered from "a lack
of comprehensive transportation plan-
ning." Plans, developed in late 1943, did
not provide for the exploitation of the
Canol Road, which was completed in De-
cember of that year and could have been
used during the winter to relieve the bur-
den on river transport during the open
season. Also, insufficient cargo was on
hand in the spring of 1944 to permit full
use of barges as they became available.
On the positive side, tote boxes of 5-ton to
10-ton capacity were constructed at
Waterways and were handled by cranes,
thereby expediting loading and unloading
operations. The use of these boxes also ex-
pedited the movement across the portage
at Fort Smith. During the operation, too,
tug boats were cut into sections and
hauled by rail to Waterways, where they
were welded together and used on the
Mackenzie River system. At the close of
the project, the tugs were again cut apart
and evacuated.

Realizing the importance of long-range
planning for the supply of isolated arctic
installations, Brig. Gen. Frederick S.
Strong, Jr., in the late summer of 1944 as-
signed his transportation officer respon-
sibility for planning for the logistical sup-
port of Norman Wells during the 1945
open season. Plans were developed that
called for the shipment of supplies over
the Canol Road during the winter months,
for the advance delivery to Waterways
of material to be moved over the Macken-
zie system, and for shipwrights to be flown
into barge and tug boat sites along the

route during the winter to prepare the
craft for the 1945 operation. Implementa-
tion of the plan was made unnecessary by
the decision to abandon the Canol project.
However, from the standpoint of any
future subarctic operations, the experience
demonstrated the need for adequate ad-
vance planning that would take cog-
nizance of the vagaries of the climate and
provide for maximum exploitation of
available means of transportation as the
opportunity arose.77

Alaskan Transportation—Post- V-J Day

The war's end found Army transporta-
tion to and within Alaska geared to serve
small air and ground forces concentrated
in two main defensive areas—central
Alaska and the Aleutians. Although the
Alaska Highway and the Canol distribu-
tion pipelines had made possible overland
supply, the military population still relied
on the far more economical water route
and to a smaller extent on air transport.
Except for internal shipments, the support
of War Department activities in Alaska
remained a responsibility of the Seattle
Port of Embarkation. The bulk of the sup-
plies moved from the United States by
ship to Seward or Whittier or the major
Aleutian ports, with minor tonnage going
to the small peacetime garrison at Nome.
Transport within Alaska was the respon-
sibility of the Alaskan Department. Dis-
tribution of supplies to minor ports was
made by an Army-owned small-boat fleet
based principally on Adak. The small vol-
ume of Army cargo for the interior was

76 Canol Project rpt cited n. 4, pp. 59, 65-66, 70-
75, 87, 90-91, 139; Rad, Worsham to CG ASF, 4 Dec
43, Hq NWSC and Off of Div Engr NW Div, AG Sec
678 Pipe Line, KCRC AGO.

77 Harpold memo cited n. 10, pp. 14-16.
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delivered during the summer months by
commercial river carriers. The Alaska
Railroad continued as the primary carrier
in central Alaska and in December 1945 it
assumed control of the port of Whittier.
In April 1946 port operations at Whittier
were discontinued and all traffic was
again handled through Seward.

In general, transportation facilities were
adequate for the support of the 30,000
Army, Air Forces, and Navy personnel
stationed in Alaska in mid-1946. The only
carrier giving any concern to the Army
was the Alaska Railroad, which had been
subjected to heavy use during the war
years and was in need of extensive reha-

bilitation. The Army was again exhibiting
interest in the improvement of the rail
line, as well as in the completion of a road
from Seward to Anchorage to provide an
alternate route in the event railway serv-
ice should be interrupted. But on the
whole, the Alaskan Department could re-
port in routine fashion that there were no
transportation difficulties that could not
be corrected or handled by local action.78

78 Rpt, Col John R. Noyes, TC, Lt Comdr Ross B.
Nelson, USNR, and Maj H. J. Heinichen, QMC, to
CofT, 13 Jul 46, sub: Rpt on Sup of Alaska, OCT HB
Wylie Alaska; G-4 Per Rpt, Hq Alaskan Dept, 31 Mar
46, p. 2, G-4 Rpts Alaskan Dept 31 Mar 46 (G-533),
DRB AGO.


